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ABSTRACT

The Student Trajectory Enhancement Program (STEP UP) was launched in 2014 by
Hillsborough County Public Schools (HCPS) as a six-week summer program that targeted overage, retained, potentially under-achieving students completing the sixth grade. The purpose of
this study was to conduct a summative evaluation of the effectiveness of the STEP UP program
in keeping program participants “on track” for high school graduation and to determine if the
intended goals of the program were realized.
STEP UP was developed in response to compelling data that there is an unacceptably
high number of overage students in middle school in HCPS. STEP UP was intended to decrease
the number of potential dropouts in HCPS, with the assumption that a number of students who
drop out of high school originate as overage students in the elementary and middle grades. The
evaluation focused on students who participated in the initial cohort in the summer of 2014.
Data analyzed were students’ attendance, behavior, course performance, and grade point
averages—the district’s Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) serving as the benchmark for
determining whether students are “on track” to graduate.
Findings of the study suggested that students’ “on-track” performance on individual KPI
metrics was significantly higher than the overall “on-track” performance on all Key Performance
Indicators as an aggregate. Data reflected that the majority of students in the program were
minority (78.74%), designated as Free/Reduced Lunch (91.27%), and classified as ESE and ELL

vi

(54.09%). Of the variables studied (ethnicity, gender, ESE status, ELL status, and FRL status),
students in poverty and students with profound exceptionalities had the lowest “on-track”
performance rates. While there were differences in individual KPI performance rates among
ethnic groups, there was little difference among the three largest ethnic subgroups in the data set
(Hispanic, white and African-American) when analyzing “on-track” performance rates for all
KPI’s together.
This study contributes to the school district’s ability to make improvements to the
program. In addition, other districts might gain insights to help them determine if a similar
program could prove beneficial for their overage, retained students in middle school.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION

Grade level retention of students (often referred to as students failing a grade, being
retained or being held back) has a direct correlation to student dropout rates (Alexander,
Entwisle, & Kabbani, 2003; Allensworth, 2004; Hauser, Simmons, & Pager, 2004; Jimerson
1999; Jimerson, Anderson & Whipple, 2002). In a systematic review of 17 papers that
documented the association between high school dropout and grade retention, Jimerson,
Anderson, and Whipple (2002) found that “early grade retention is one of the most powerful
predictors of later school withdrawal” (p. 452). Overaged, retained students are more likely to
leave high school without graduating even when controlling for factors such as attendance,
grades, and test scores (Mac Iver & Messel, 2012).
Despite the abundance of research supporting positive correlation between grade level
retention and dropout rates, retention as an intervention remains popular, even being described
by researchers Larsen and Akmal (2007) as the “prescribed antidote of choice for failure” (p.
51). Retention data from the 1980s and 1990s estimated that 5-7% of students were retained
each year (Shepard & Smith, 1990). More recent data estimate that almost half a million public
school students were retained in the United States in 2008-2009 (Warren & Saliba, 2012).
Reschly and Christenson (2013), citing past research from Resnick et al. (1997) and Rumberger
(1995), noted that longitudinal studies from the 1980s and 1990s suggest that the cumulative
effect of retention rates approximate that 20% of students have been retained at least once.

Lacking the research base on retention, teachers often feel that retention can improve
students’ academic performance (Haberman & Dill, 1993). Public opinion of retention is similar
with many individuals (including students) feeling that being promoted to the next grade level
was worse for students who did not meet promotion requirements than repeating a grade (Larsen
& Akmal, 2007).
In addition to high school dropout, retention has other negative effects on students,
including poorer social adjustment and attitudes towards school, lower attendance rates, and
more problem behaviors (Holmes, 1989). Retention can also negatively impact students’ selfesteem (Cochan & Qadir, 2004). Furthermore, the negative impacts of retention extend to
society as a whole. Retention is a costly form of intervention that can lead to increased costs to
school districts and states (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006), and high school dropouts resulting from
retention can impact other economic factors including increased unemployment, utilization of
government assistance, and more time in and out of the prison system (Zvoch, 2006).
Alternatives to retention are needed to increase student success and increase high school
completion rates. Alternatives do exist and focus on supporting students before a retention
occurs. Iver (2010) urges that “in confronting the graduation gap, districts must adopt a
comprehensive prevention approach” (p.9). Holmes and Saturday (2000) note general features
of effective alternatives to retentions include a systemic and comprehensive approach to
instruction, one on one tutoring, and frequent progress monitoring of students to meet individual
needs. Interventions such as programs that seek to mitigate the negative effects of retention are
needed to increase high school graduation rates for retained students.
Background of the Study
The Student Trajectory Enhancement Program (STEP UP) was launched in 2014 by
2

Hillsborough County Public Schools (HCPS) as a six-week summer program that targeted overage, retained, potentially under-achieving students completing the sixth grade. Any student
completing the sixth grade who has been retained at least once during their schooling is eligible
to participate, provided he/she has met promotion guidelines for sixth grade or is not failing more
than the equivalent of one annual course. This includes ESE (Exceptional Student Education)
students on standard curriculum and ELL (English Language Learner) students as well.
STEP UP was developed in response to compelling data that there is an unacceptably
high number of overage students in middle school in HCPS. STEP UP offers the opportunity for
overage, retained sixth grade students to complete a summer program and be promoted to eighth
grade upon successful completion of the program, thus “skipping” seventh grade. STEP UP is
intended to decrease the number of potential dropouts in HCPS, with the assumption that a
number of students who drop out of high school originate as overage students in the elementary
and middle grades. In 2014, the year STEP UP was launched, there were over 2,000 sixth
graders in HCPS with at least one prior retention in grades K-6 (see Chapter 3).
STEP UP provides an intensive learning environment, academic rigor in a small class
setting, and emphasis on critical literacy and mathematics skills necessary to be successful in
eighth grade. Upon successful completion of the intensive summer program, students were
promoted to the eighth grade, thus skipping seventh grade in order to bring these middle-level
learners closer toward their age-appropriate grade level and negate the negative effects grade
level retention can have on on-time graduation.
The STEP UP program also provided social-emotional support through the use of
community building sessions created by the non-profit organization, Frameworks of Tampa Bay.
Frameworks of Tampa Bay “deliver[s] 5 youth program curriculum that teach social and
3

emotional skills for grades pre-K through high school seniors. These programs are taught using
the 5 core competencies of SEL: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship
skills, and responsible decision-making. Each program is designed to provide healthy
alternatives to risky behaviors while building emotional intelligence” (Frameworks, “Our
Programs Build Trust and Improve Lives.” Retrieved from http://myframeworks.org/)
Statement of the Problem
The STEP UP Program began in 2014 and is funded by the district, not by grant funds or
other measures. No program evaluation to determine the program’s impact has taken place to
date; the effectiveness of STEP UP on students’ future performance in high school has not been
studied by HCPS. Nationwide, the success of dropout prevention programs depends in large part
on the type of program used which makes it critical to utilize programs that have been proven
effective. However, many programs are being used across the United States without actual data
or information about the program’s development or program outcomes (Hammond, Linton,
Smink, & Drew, 2007).
This study seeks to determine the program’s effectiveness on high school performance,
including school holding power (keeping students enrolled until graduation) and the number of
STEP UP students who are academically “on track” for graduation, utilizing the HCPS Key
Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of attendance, course performance in math and English
Language Arts, and grade point average. HCPS course performance in math and English
Language Arts is defined as the percent of students whose core math and English Language Arts
course performance is a grade of “D” or higher.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the proposed study is to conduct a summative evaluation of the
4

effectiveness of the STEP UP program in keeping program participants “on track” for high
school graduation and to determine if the intended goals of the program were realized. The
evaluation focused on students who participated in the initial cohort in 2014. Data to be
analyzed are students’ attendance, behavior, course performance, and grade point averages.
Research Questions
1. What proportion of high school students enrolled during the 2017-2018 school year who
participated in the STEP UP program in the summer of 2014 are academically “on track”
for graduation, as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of
attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average?
2. What differences, if any, are evident in the high school “on track” performance rates of
STEP UP students by gender, ethnicity, ESE status, ELL status and FRL rate as measured
by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of attendance, behavior, course
performance and grade point average?
3. What differences, if any, are evident in STEP UP students’ high school “on track”
performance rates, as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of
attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average among the 27 HCPS
traditional high schools?
Significance of the Study
This evaluation is needed to determine if the STEP UP program has met its intended goal
of bringing retained, over-age sixth graders closer toward their age-appropriate grade level, thus
negating the negative effects grade level retention can have on on-time graduation. This study
can contribute to HCPS’ ability to make improvements to the program. In addition, other
districts might gain insights to help them determine if a similar program could prove beneficial
5

for their district to consider. In addition, this study draws focus to the need for program
evaluations nationwide. As discussed in Chapter 2, many states have retention policies, but there
are few published evaluation or research findings on programs that specifically address
ameliorating the effects of retention. This leads to a significant gap in our knowledge of these
programs.
Research Design
This study used an ex post facto program evaluation design, using data that were
collected at the end of each program cycle and that are available from the school district. An ex
post facto design is both common and useful when the researcher is looking at differences in a
phenomenon in a real-world situation "after the fact" (Spaulding, 2008). Ex post facto designs
use secondary data that have already been collected. While KPI data are routinely collected in
HCPS, these data have not been used to inform decision making about the STEP UP Program.
No program evaluation to determine the program’s impact has taken place to date; the
effectiveness of STEP UP on students’ future performance in high school has not been studied
by HCPS.
Descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations) are used
to discuss the data collected for students in the STEP UP program and students being “on track”
for high school graduation. The research hypothesis is that the majority of students (over 50%)
who completed STEP UP will be “on track” for graduation.
The population of interest is HCPS students who completed the first cohort group of
STEP UP in the summer of 2014. Approximately, 1,000-1,200 students completed the program
that summer; thus, the sample size included all the students currently enrolled in 2017-2018. I
estimated that this non-random convenience sample would include approximately 900 students.
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The reduction in students would typically be due to students withdrawing from HCPS schools to
attend non-public schools in HCPS, other schools out-of-county, or students dropping out of
school. Withdrawal data are available in HCPS. The students of interest should have just
completed their junior year in high school.
Data for these students were collected using HCPS data management systems.
Permission was obtained from HCPS to access the data. All data were anonymous, and no
student names were identified in the study. Schools were identified as they relate to answering
research question three: What differences, if any, are evident in STEP UP students’ high school
“on track” performance rates, utilizing the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of
attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average among the 27 HCPS
traditional high schools?
The following data were collected for the sample and analyzed:
•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of attendance - percent of K-12
students with at least 90% attendance.

•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of behavior - percent of students with
zero in-school or out-of-school suspensions.

•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of course performance in math and
English Language Arts - percent of students whose math and English Language
Arts course performance is a grade of “D” or higher.

•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of grade point average - determined by
assigning a point value to the semester average a student earns per course. An
“A” is valued at 4 points; a “B” at 3 points, a “C” at 2 points, a “D” at 1 point and
an “F” at zero points. GPA is calculated by averaging the semester grades.
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•

Demographic data for STEP UP students including gender, ethnicity, ESE
(Exceptional Student Education) or ELL (English Language Learners) status or
Free/Reduced Lunch status (FRL). Free/Reduced Lunch will be used as a proxy
for students in poverty.

Findings from the study will be shared with key stakeholders involved in the planning and
implementation of STEP UP in HCPS.
Definitions of Key Terms
•

Acceleration Program. “In education, the term acceleration refers to a wide variety of
educational and instructional strategies that educators use to advance the learning
progress of students who are struggling academically or who have fallen behind—i.e.,
strategies that help these students catch up to their peers, perform at an expected level for
their age and grade, or meet required learning standards” (“Acceleration,” 2013. The
Glossary of Educational Reform. Retrieved from http://edglossary.org/acceleration/). In
HCPS, a program designed for students who have been retained at least once prior to
sixth grade providing them opportunity to move closer toward their age-appropriate grade
level.

•

KPI Data. Key Performance Indicators. Utilizing research conducted by the Consortium
on Chicago School Research, the Center for Social Organization of Schools at Johns
Hopkins University, and the Philadelphia Education Fund, HCPS identified specific
indicators that allow educators to know if a student is on track for graduation or if he or
she may need additional interventions. In this area, the district follows these indicators,
dubbed the “ABCs” of student success:
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o Attendance: Students with at least 90% attendance have a significantly higher
graduation rate.
o Behavior: Data demonstrate that even one suspension can decrease students’
graduation rates dramatically.
o Course Performance: Proficiency on state assessments and maintaining course
grades of a “C” or higher increase the likelihood of students graduating on time.
(Hillsborough County Public Schools Strategic Plan, 2015-2020. Retrieved from
http://www.sdhc.k12.fl.us/doc/1604/strategicplan-1227)
•

“On-track”. Term used to determine if students are meeting the Key Performance
Indicators, thus indicating that the student is on the path to on-time graduation.
(Hillsborough County Public Schools Strategic Plan, 2015-2020. Retrieved from
http://www.sdhc.k12.fl.us/doc/1604/strategicplan-1227)

•

“On-track” Performance Rates. The rate at which each Key Performance Indicator is
reported to determine if students are “on-track” to on-time graduation. (Hillsborough
County Public Schools Strategic Plan, 2015-2020. Retrieved from
http://www.sdhc.k12.fl.us/doc/1604/strategicplan-1227). Used for data representation for
research question three.

•

Pupil Progression Plan. Each district School Board is required by state law to establish a
comprehensive program for student progression which is based on an evaluation of each
student’s performance including how well the student masters the performance standards
approved by the state board. Each district’s program for student progression is based on
local goals and objectives, which are compatible with the state’s plan for education.
Pertinent factors considered by the teacher before recommending that a student
9

progresses from one grade to another are prescribed by the district School Board in its
rules. (Public school student progression; student support; reporting requirements, FL
Stat. s. 1008.25, 2017. Retrieved from
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/Statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&URL=10001099/1008/Sections/1008.25.html)
•

Promotion. A student’s placement in a higher grade level based on the pupil progression
plan.

•

Rank. The arrangement/order of high schools in an ordinal scale by “on-track”
performance rates as measured by HCPS Key Performance Indicators. Used for data
representation for research question three.

•

Retention. A student’s placement or repetition of the same grade level based on the pupil
progression plan; also referred to as “being held back” or “failing a grade.”

•

STEP UP. The Student Trajectory Enhancement Program (STEP UP) was launched in
2014 as a six-week summer program that targeted over-age, retained, potentially underachieving Hillsborough County Public Schools (HCPS) students completing the sixth
grade. Upon successful completion of the intensive summer program, students are
promoted to the eighth grade in HCPS, thus “skipping” seventh grade and bringing these
students closer toward their age-appropriate grade level.

Assumptions
The following assumptions applied to this study:
1. All students in the STEP UP Program met selection and completion criteria.
2. All schools and teachers met STEP UP program guidelines, policies and procedures.
3. Data collected from the district’s data management system are accurate.
10

4. Students identified as “STEP UP” students in the district’s data management system are
appropriately identified and completed the program.
Delimitations
This study was delimited to the initial cohort of STEP UP students who completed the
program in the summer of 2014.
Limitations
There are four important limitations to this study. First, the STEP UP program was
taught at numerous middle schools and by many different teachers. Thus, the results are limited
by each teacher’s ability to deliver the STEP UP curriculum. Second, the students currently
attend numerous high schools. Thus, the results are potentially limited by the supports offered to
the students at their respective high school. Third, interviews with students, teachers or
administrators are not a part of this study. Thus, this study is limited by the quantitative data
collected from the district’s Key Performance Indicators. Lastly, the researcher is the former
district administrator of the program and was aware of potential bias in interpretation of findings
and took appropriate precautions to reduce researcher bias.
Chapter Summary
This study investigated if students who participated in the initial 2014 cohort of STEP UP
are “on track” for high school graduation. This study also determined if the intended goals of the
program were realized. Chapter 1 presented the background of the study, statement of the
problem and purpose of the study, significance of the study, research design, definitions of key
terms, assumptions, and delimitations and limitations of the study. Chapter 2 provides a review
of the literature on grade level retention and the relationship between grade level retention and
high school graduation rates. It also reviews the literature on the continued use of retention as an
11

intervention and its negative effects on student performance and well-being, alternatives to grade
retention, and evaluations of programs for retained students. Chapter 3 presents the methods
proposed to conduct the study and the rationale for their appropriateness for the study. Chapter 4
provides a description of the STEP UP Program. Chapter 5 chapter presents the findings of the
data analysis organized by research question. In chapter six, the importance and implications of
the study are discussed, and recommendations for future research are presented.
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CHAPTER TWO:
LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this study was to conduct a summative evaluation of the effectiveness of
the STEP UP program in keeping program participants “on track” for high school graduation and
to determine if the intended goals of the program were realized. This evaluation was needed to
determine if the STEP UP program has met its intended goal of bringing retained, over-age sixth
graders closer toward their age-appropriate grade level, thus negating the negative effects grade
level retention can have on on-time graduation.
In this chapter, literature on grade retention and its connection to high school dropout is
reviewed. In addition, literature on other risk factors for drop out and the use of retention as an
intervention and its accompanying negative effects is also examined. Lastly, the literature
review addresses alternatives to retention and explores the literature for evaluations of other
programs developed to support and/or accelerate retained students.
High School Dropouts
Since the start of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), approximately 2.4 million students, or
15% of the school aged population, have been retained (Silberglitt, Jimerson, Burns & Appleton,
2006). This number has risen over the last 30 years (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006) despite research
that supports that retention is not beneficial for student success. Jimerson, Anderson et al. (2002)
found that research on retention and its impact on academic achievement and socioemotional
adjustment reached the same conclusions that research in this area had reached for the last 100
13

years; it “failed to demonstrate that grade retention provides greater benefits to students with
academic or adjustment difficulties than does promotion to the next grade” (p. 441). The authors
continued, stating that “results of recent longitudinal retention research suggest that children who
are retained are more likely to drop out and less likely to attend post high school educational
programs” (p. 441). In a systematic review of 17 papers that documented the association between
high school dropout and grade retention, Jimerson, Anderson et al. (2002) found that “early
grade retention is one of the most powerful predicators of later school withdrawal” (p. 452).
And, as cited in Jimerson, Anderson et al. (2002), the likelihood of dropout is considerably
greater for students who have been retained more than once (Mann, 1987; Roderick, 1994; Tuck,
1989). Bornsheuer, Polonvi, Andrews, Fore, & Onwuegbuzie (2012) noted information from the
U. S. Department of Education in 2009 that indicated students who are retained twice are four
times more likely to drop out than students who had not been retained. The Center for Mental
Health in Schools at UCLA (2008) utilized a 1999 U.S. Department of Education report in their
policy brief to note that “being held back twice makes dropping out a virtual certainty” (p. 4).
Simply put, grade retention has been identified as the single most powerful predictor of dropping
out (Rumberger, 1995). This is especially sobering when coupled with the statistic that across
the United States, the number of students who did not graduate from high school in the expected
four years varies by state but averages 26.8% (Wilson & Tanner-Smith, 2013).
Factors contributing to high school dropout. Despite the clear and strong connection
between retention and high school dropout, it is important to note that retention is not the only
determiner of a student’s dropping out of school. Demographic factors including low socioeconomic status, neighborhood-level variables, gender, ethnic minority status and low parental
education play a role. However, demographic factors alone do not provide the full picture.
14

Student achievement problems and failing grades are strong correlates (Ekstrom, Goertz,
Pollack, & Rock, 1986; Esminger & Slusarick, 1992; Garnier, Stenin, & Jacobs, 1997; Lloyd,
1978). Jimerson, Anderson et al. (2002) noted that “it appears that certain children have or are
exposed to risk factors (e.g. immaturity, low SES, low parental level of education) which place
them at greater risk for retention as well as high school dropout” (p. 454). After the retention
occurs, other factors that influence dropout such as absenteeism, disengagement and low selfesteem are often noted (Jimerson, Anderson et al., 2002). Sparks, Johnson, and Akos (2010)
noted in their research that three main factors influenced dropout: retention in any grade level
Kindergarten-ninth grade, failure of end-of-year eigth grade math test or Algebra I, and a student
with a long-term suspension from school.
In their 12-year longitudinal study of specific behavioral and academic variables of
retained students that place students at risk for later dropout, Jimerson, Ferguson, Whipple,
Anderson, and Dalton’s (2002) findings supported the previous dropout research that indicated
student level variables such as lower self-esteem, behavioral problems, and lower academic
achievement were all risk factors. Similarly, their findings supported past research which
indicated family level factors such as lower maternal education and lower maternal value of
education were also risk factors. In the study, socio-emotional and behavior variables at each
age were also consistently associated with dropping out. After elementary school, retained
students who dropped out also had lower grade point averages. Jimerson, Ferguson et al. (2002)
cited research that determined that low self-esteem and aggression can combine to form a
negative trajectory for students that can lead to drop out and that research has failed to
demonstrate that retention improves self-esteem or aggressive behavior in students.
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Grade Retention as an Intervention
Frederick and Hauser (2008) note that “despite the availability of other methods to assist
poorly performing students, grade retention is often proposed and used to help catch them up to
their better performing peers” (p. 719). This may be situated in America’s long history of
retention as an intervention. Larsen and Akmal (2007) described the evolution of grade level
retention in America. During the U. S. Industrial Revolution, workers introduced a new level of
efficiency in production. If standardization and step-by-step methods could improve
manufacturing, it was thought that the same could hold true for education. The one room school
house evolved into a model of graded education with elements reminiscent of an assembly line
such as bells, order, and adopted standards that constituted an acceptable product. This
translated into dismissal bells, ordered hallways, and grade level standards that separated
students who were prepared for the next grade level from those who were not. Lynch (2013)
notes earlier work from Maglioro and Owings (1998) which illuminated the fact that by 1860,
children who did not master the required knowledge were kept in the same grade the next school
year. Well over 100 years later, retention remains a common solution to the problem of students
not meeting standards for the next grade level (Larsen, 2002). Martin (2011) noted the practice
of retention exists around the globe. He posits that “students continue to be expected to move
lock-step through early and subsequent years of school and master the curriculum at the same
point in life” (p. 741). This age-grade structure of schooling results in students being retained
and leads to the “over-age” problem in schools (Levine & Levine, 2012). This is further
exacerbated by “calendar-driven schooling” in which teachers feel they must continue to cover
the curriculum even if some students are not ready to move on (Alexander et. al, 2003).
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Due to reauthorizations of Federal Elementary and Secondary Education Acts, retaining
students has rooted itself as a prevalent policy in most states (Center for Mental Health in
Schools at UCLA policy brief, 2008). A review of the current policy landscape on retention in
the United States reveals that twenty-nine states and the District of Columbia currently have
existing policies, statute, rules or regulations regarding retention in place. Several states,
including Florida, include mandatory retention of students in third grade. Some states, such as
Connecticut, Illinois and North Carolina call for third grade retentions but allow for “good
cause” exceptions which vary from state to state but typically involve allowing students who do
not meet criteria to be promoted based on alternate criteria or through placement in specific
academic support programs in the next grade level. While some states do not have specified
third grade retention policies in statute, rules, or regulations, only four states do not require
retention in policy (Education Commission of the States, 2018. Retrieved from
https://www.ecs.org/kindergarten-policies/).
Popularity of retention. Although retention as an intervention remains popular, the
extensive research on retention has consistently shown that retention does not achieve the desired
outcomes it seeks (Jimerson, 2001a; Moore, 2000; Parker, 2001). As cited by Larsen and Akmal
(2007), Owings and Kaplan, in a Phi Delta Kappan Fastback (2001) reviewed the literature on
retention and concluded that “more than 50 years of research have shown that grade-level
retention provides virtually no academic advantages to students” (p. 36). However, many school
districts continue to retain students, believing that affording students more time to master skills
and concepts needed in later grades gives them time to increase their social maturity and
academic performance levels (Light & Morrison, 1990; Natale, 1991).
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In Making Decisions in the Dark: Disconnects Between Retention Research and MiddleLevel Practice (2007), Larsen and Akmal conducted a qualitative study in ten school districts to
explore how retention policies and procedures in middle school do not support research on
retention. Narrative results included: “At the intuitive level, retention did not sit well with many
educators. Most had a ‘gut feeling’ that retention was not beneficial to students but were unsure
of the research on retention. Not one spoke unconditionally about the efficacy of retention” (p.
42).
Larsen and Akmal concluded that educators will find a middle ground when it comes to
retaining students. The authors put it this way, “Wishing neither to retain nor to pass on without
some measure of accountability, educators opt either to ignore the research or to ignore the
policy” (p. 51). The study’s document analysis revealed that even though research does not
support retention as an effective intervention, it remains the “prescribed antidote of choice for
failure” (p. 51). The authors also concluded that districts do not implement retention policies as
written, thus leading to acts of “creative insubordination” (p. 52).
In Stone and Engel’s (2007) study of Chicago Public Schools’ attempt to end social
promotion, they recalled that both Chicago Public Schools and New York City Public Schools
made national news when they announced a new policy that would end social promotion. Both
initiatives were launched on the premise that repeating a year in the same grade level would
allow low-achieving students the time they needed to be remediated and improve their skills.
Research suggests this perceived “gift of time” is not effective; in a study of students who were
retained in Kindergarten, students gained no more than one month of academic skills in their
second year (Moore, 2000; Shepard & Smith 1989). In their 2008 policy brief, the Center for
Mental Health in Schools at UCLA noted information from a 1999 guide from the U.S.
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Department of Education which stated, “The achievement of retained students, after repeating a
grade, still lags behind the achievement of their peers, and retention also greatly increases the
likelihood that a student will drop out of school. (p. 4). While in some states and districts’
retention decisions are made based on standardized test scores--a practice made more common
by high stakes testing--(Heubert & Hauser, 1999), in other states and districts decisions of
retention are made exclusively by teachers (Stone & Engel, 2007). Teachers are key decision
makers in the retention of children, yet teachers are often unaware of the conclusions of retention
research (Jimerson, Anderson et al., 2002). Furthermore, teachers feel retention can improve
students’ academic performance (Haberman & Dill, 1993). In their literature review of retention
effects, Holmes and Saturday (2000) noted a study done by Shepard and Smith (1989) that
affirmed that teachers make retention decisions based on faulty comparisons rather than research.
In the early grades, teachers tend to compare the retained child’s achievement in the same grade
the second time as compared to the first. Through age and experience, it is likely the child will
be achieving more the next year. However, the authors argue that the accurate comparison
would be to compare what the child is achieving after the next grade versus what the child’s
achievement level would have been had he not been retained. After all, a low-achieving child
may not “catch up” to his peers in a year, but is the child’s progress any greater because he was
retained than if he had been promoted?
Retention is also often used as a measure of “fairness.” This comes from the belief that
being promoted is a privilege that must be earned, and if a student does not work hard enough,
then he or she does not deserve to be promoted. After all, that would not be “fair” to other
students who worked harder than the student considered for retention did. This is similar to the
thought that retention is what students “deserve” when they do not work hard enough or behave
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inappropriately. Retention becomes an “earned punishment” (Holmes & Saturday, 2000). In
keeping with the thought of retention as punishment, retention is sometimes thought not to be for
the benefit of the retained child, but instead as a deterrent to other students from not working
hard enough to be promoted.
Public opinion of retention is similar. Larsen and Akmal (2007) noted a public opinion
survey published in 2000 that showed a variety of individuals including professors, employees,
teachers, and even students believed it was worse for students to be promoted to the next grade
without having met the requirements than to repeat a grade. Akmal and Larsen (2004) noted that
school boards continue to welcome policies that establish retention as an intervention and outline
specific criteria to detail circumstances under which a student is required to repeat a grade.
Levine and Levine (2012) put it this way, “Some educators and politicians believe that the
ultimate weapon to manage lazy or unruly students is the threat of being retained in grade” (p.
456).
Negative effects of retention. In addition to the effects of retention including school
drop-out and the lack of academic advantages already discussed, retention has other negative
impacts as well. Retention often effects students that have other risk factors, thus perpetuating
their potential struggle with school success. In their 2008 policy brief, the Center for Mental
Health in Schools at UCLA noted the following from the National Association of School
Psychologists in 2003:
Some groups of children are more likely to be retained than others. Those at highest risk
for retention are male, African-American or Hispanic, have a late birthday, delayed
development and/or attention problems; live in poverty or in a single-parent household;
have parents with low educational attainment; have parents that are less involved in their
education; or have changed schools frequently. Students who have behavior problems
and display aggression or immaturity are more likely to be retained. Students with
reading problems, including English Language Learners, are also more likely to be
retained (p. 2).
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The brief continues noting that retention impacts a disproportionate amount of minority
students and students in poverty and points out that retention can have “negative impacts on
student behavior, attitudes and attendance (p. 4). The paper firmly positions itself, stating, “Until
schools do all they can to enable school performance and learning, policies such as grade
retention will further victimize students who have already been victimized by a system that is not
only unsupportive, but hostile.” (p. 8).
Jimerson (2001b) synthesized 25 years of research on retention. In his analyses of 40
studies of socioemotional adjustment conducted by Holmes (1989), the research concluded that
on average retained students display poorer social adjustment and attitudes towards school, as
well as lower attendance rates and more problem behaviors. In the same synthesis, Jimerson also
noted related studies that concluded that many retained students demonstrate problems with peer
relationships. Venable (2015) notes in her retention research that Cohan and Qadir (2004) found
that retention has an “undesirable effect on the self-esteem of students” (p. 56). In addition,
students view retention as a penalty, which leads to student absenteeism, students not forming
positive relationships with classmates, and developing an aversion to school (Brophy, 2006). In
interviews done by Byrnes and Yamamoto (1986), Jimerson, Anderson et al. (2002) noted that
students view retention as “punishment” and felt that teachers use retention as a “threat.”
A study conducted by Martin (2011) aimed to extend the research on the effects of
retention and its association with the academic measures of academic motivation, academic
engagement (as measured by homework completion and attendance), and academic self-concept,
as well as peer relationships and general self-esteem (considered the non-academic measures)
with high school students. The results indicated retention to be a positive predictor of
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maladaptive motivation and absenteeism and noted significant negative associations with general
self-esteem. Martin’s study is particularly interesting because his work, unlike others, controlled
for ability when studying achievement motivation, which can be a confounding factor.
In a separate study conducted by Ritzema and Shaw (2012), associations were made
between retained students’ levels of depression compared to a non-retained group. The sevenyear study, which focused on students aged 6-17 with intelligence scores between 71-85,
established that these students had significantly higher levels of depressive symptoms in both the
year they were retained and the year after retention. In addition, similar to many other studies,
there were no differences in the academic performance of the retained students and the control
group.
Retention is also a costly form of intervention. Costs to society include increased tax
costs (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006) and costs to school districts and states. A Texas example 2007
school year was more than 2 billion dollars (Crepeau-Hobson, Nickerson, & Cook, 2016, p. 15).
Venable (2015) notes in her review of retention literature that Bowman (2005) identified that a
school that budgets $6,000 per student would spend $90,000 if it retained 15 students. In
Florida, the per pupil spending in 2014 was $6,915 per student (retrieved from
http://www.politifact.com/florida/statements/2015/oct/15/rick-scott/rick-scott-says-k-12-fundinghighest-states-histor/). Given that over one thousand students who participated in STEP UP the
same year had been retained at least once prior, the cost of retention for those students alone
would be just under seven million dollars.
Jimerson’s (1999) 21-year longitudinal study chronicled the outcomes of retained
students until age 20. Economic results from the study included that retained students were more
likely to drop out by age 19, were less likely to receive a diploma by age 20, were less likely to
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enroll in post-secondary opportunities, received lower employment status ratings, had lower
hourly wages, and received lower employee performance ratings. Given the connection between
retention and future school drop-out, Bornsheuer et al. (2012) noted data from the Alliance for
Educational Education (2009) which concluded that over one million students in the United
States who would drop out of high school in 2009 would result in the possible loss of $365
billion over the course of their lifetime as working adults. These 1.3 million annual dropouts
will subsequently experience more unemployment, utilize government assistance, or spend more
time in and out of the prison system than will their counterparts who graduated from high school
(Zvoch, 2006). Bornsheuer et al. noted research by Grossnickle (1986) and Marotta and Garcia
(2003) which concluded that unemployment rates for dropouts are higher than those of high
school graduates and that these rates are doubling for Latino and African American youth. In his
continued synthesis of retention research, Jimerson (2001b) noted numerous studies that
associated drop-outs with fewer chances at employment, substance abuse, and arrests.
All in all, research establishes that retention has many negative impacts, including the
student’s academic trajectory, socioemotional health and future path in life as well as negative
impacts to society as a whole economically.,
Alternatives to Grade Retention
Alternatives to grade retention do exist. All focus on being proactive and offering
supports to struggling students before a retention occurs rather than being reactive and seeking to
support the child only after he or she has failed a grade. As noted in the Center for Mental
Health in Schools at UCLA 2008 policy brief, “It is time for a policy that doesn’t ‘wait for
failure,’ it’s time for a policy that doesn’t react in ways that end up being more punitive than
corrective” (preface). Crepeau-Hobson et al. (2016) advocate school districts follow guidance
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from the National Association of School Psychologists urging that “districts consider a wide
array of well-researched, evidence-based, effective, and responsive strategies in lieu of retention
or social promotion. NAEP supports the use of multitiered problem-solving models, often
referred to as RTI, to provide evidence-based based instruction and intervention to meet the
needs of all students across academic, behavioral and social-emotional domains” (p. 15). Denton
(2001) suggested that struggling students should be identified as early as possible in the school
year, and interventions should begin immediately after identification.
Holmes and Saturday (2000) categorize effective alternatives to retention as having
similar general features:
1. Systematic, comprehensive approaches to instruction that include detailed teacher
manuals, lesson guides, and supportive material.
2. One on one tutoring (from teachers, paraprofessionals, volunteers, or other students)
or individually adapted computer aided instruction.
3. Frequent assessment of progress and use of the assessment to modify groupings or
instructional content to meet individual needs. (p. 313)
In addition, having the best and most competent teachers in front of students is critical.
In “Alternatives to Social Promotion,” Lynch (2013) states, “Effective teaching can make up for
much of what individual students might lack in natural ability or capacity for knowledge or skills
development…bringing strong teachers into the classroom has the potential to greatly improve
student outcomes” (p. 292). Similarly, the recent emphasis on aligning instruction with grade
level standards also provides an opportunity for teachers to especially impact low-performing
students by revisiting whether their lessons align to the grade level standards (Protheroe, 2007).
Continuing, Darling-Hammond (1998) suggested four ways to improve teaching and learning as
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an alternative to retention and prevent retained students from getting a similar (if not identical)
learning experience when retained:
1. Improve teacher professional learning to ensure teachers have the knowledge and
skills needed to teach diverse learners;
2. Make organizational changes within schools to support intensive learning;
3. Ensure targeted supports and services are available to struggling students; and
4. Conduct classroom assessments that better inform teaching (p.18).
Huddleton’s (2014) review of retention literature noted increased instructional time as an
alternative to retention. Studies he reviewed from various states showed that students provided
with additional instructional time via after-school or summer programs showed increases in
academic achievement. Adding time to the school day or after school programs is a way to give
students more time to learn material (Lynch, 2013). Huddleton (2014) cites Shepard and Smith’s
(1989) approaches for reconfiguring how we organize schools as a way to increase instructional
time. These include ungraded instruction in the primary grades and students who are behind in
reading going to reading instruction in a younger grade just for that subject. While Shepard and
Smith’s work focused on the elementary grades, this could be done in the middle grades by
allowing a student to be promoted to the next grade level but attend a remedial support class in
the subject in which the student experienced poor performance or course failure. DarlingHammond (1998) agrees, “Studies show that children in multi-age classrooms show academic
progress over time that equals or exceeds that of their peers in same-age classrooms. They also
exhibit better self-concepts, improved attitudes towards school, and a general improvement in
social abilities, demonstrating more cooperation and less aggression and competitiveness than
students in age-segregated classrooms” (p. 18).
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More comprehensive alternatives to retention include redesigned schools, year round
schooling and comprehensive pre-kindergarten programs. Lynch (2013) notes research by Hattie
(2009) who found that in high achieving countries with little to no retention or social promotion,
teachers stay with their students for multiple years and teach them multiple subjects, a practice
often called “looping” in the United States educational system. Other countries such as Japan,
Germany, Switzerland and Sweden, who all enjoy high student achievement rates, keep teachers
and students together for multiple years so teachers can inform their practice through close
relationships with their students and knowledge of how they learn (Darling-Hammond, 1998).
Hattie (2009) also noted that at-risk students often do better in year-round school models where
students attend for the same amount of days but with shorter breaks, thus avoiding the potential
for skills loss during the summer break. Karoly, Kilburn, and Cannon (2005) noted the value
that participation in preschool programs have on enhancing student readiness for kindergarten
thus improving students’ overall success in school.
Levine and Levine (2012) provide a summary of solutions to retention in their
straightforward recommendations:
Individualize instruction. Discard the unrealistic structures of the age-grade system. Set
educational goals, but call a halt to excessive use of mass-administered, standardized
achievement tests, a practice deforming education. In this age of technological revolution
in education, it should be possible to let children, under the guidance of teachers,
progress at individual paces. As for teachers, educate them well. (p. 462)
Evaluations of Programs for Retained Students
As discussed above, there are several recommended alternatives to retention. However,
in the absence of strongly implemented, comprehensive alternative strategies and/or due to
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accountability measures imposed through state legislation, retention remains a widely used
intervention. Therefore, one might theorize that programs that aim to reduce the negative effects
of retention would be widely available to students and evaluated often. Interestingly, there is a
paucity of research on or evaluations of programs designed specifically to accelerate retained
students or return students to their age appropriate cohort as a dropout intervention strategy.
There is, however, research on dropout prevention programs overall.
Dynarski and Gleason (2002) summarized findings from a large evaluation of federally
funded dropout prevention programs. The evaluation consisted of twenty programs and included
over 10,000 students who were followed for two to three years after attending the programs.
Overall, the evaluation yielded disappointing results, noting that most programs were not highly
successful in reducing dropout. Dynarski and Gleason put it this way, “Dropping out seems as
hard to prevent as it is easy to do” (p. 44). However, two program models did demonstrate some
success, including alternative middle schools and GED programs.
With the middle school alternative programs studied, an intensive approach to supporting
students in middle schools proved more successful than providing less intensive supplemental
supports such as tutoring or classes that focused on self-esteem or leadership. Specifically, four
intensive programs operated as alternative middle schools that were either a stand-alone site or a
“school within a school” where students in the program were segregated from the traditional
school population. These alternative programs served overage students with a goal of helping
them “catch up” with their same-age peers. The intensive programs in the evaluation were more
successful with keeping kids in school. When compared with the control group, dropout rates
for students in the program were 50% less, and on average students finished a half a grade more
of school (Dynarski & Gleason, 2002).
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Wilson and Tanner-Smith (2013) took a more focused approach in their review of
dropout prevention program outcomes. Wilson and Tanner-Smith conceded that “given the
broad universe that describes risk for dropout, the corresponding research domain for prevention
programs includes evaluations of virtually any program provided to students for which dropout
rates are measured as an outcome variable, regardless of whether the programs are explicitly
billed as dropout prevention programs” (p. 358). The primary focus of their work was to
compare different program strategies and identify programs with the greatest effects on the
respective school participation outcomes. Their review of 152 programs yielded overall
favorable results, citing a 13% dropout rate for the program groups versus an average control
group dropout rate of 21.1%.
Two prominent findings of their review were that no particular prevention or intervention
strategy dominated another as being better or more successful and that implementation fidelity
was a significant predictor of program effect. Taken together, Wilson and Tanner-Smith’s
(2013) systematic review suggests that the strategies a dropout prevention program utilizes are
less impactful than utilizing a strategy that can be implemented successfully. Wilson and
Tanner-Smith (2013) also noted that evaluations of shorter programs (of which STEP UP could
be classified) were not often found in the literature and were not included in their review.
Chapter Summary
In this chapter, literature on grade retention and its impact on high school dropout was
reviewed. Factors contributing to high school dropout were also examined, and the literature
concluded that grade retention is a powerful predictor of high school dropout. A historical basis
for retention and its use as an intervention was explored, as well and the negative impacts of
retention on a student’s academic performance, socio-emotional health, and future life path. The
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social and economic impact of retention for society as a whole was also discussed. As this study
looked at a program designed to ameliorate the negative effects of retention on student dropout,
research on alternatives to student retention was also reviewed. Most interventions found in the
literature were proactive in nature, seeking to support students before the retention occurred.
Finally, evaluations of programs for accelerating retained students were researched with few
findings. Rather, the research reviewed in this area examines the effectiveness of dropout
prevention programs overall. Consequently, the need to add to the research base by evaluating
programs such as STEP UP which seek to prevent future student dropout by accelerating retained
students is beneficial for school districts to examine.
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CHAPTER THREE:
METHODS

The purpose of the proposed study is to conduct a summative program evaluation of the
effectiveness of the STEP UP program in keeping program participants “on track” for high
school graduation and to determine if the intended goals of the program were realized. The
evaluation focused on students who participated in the initial cohort in 2014. Data to be
analyzed are students’ attendance, behavior, course performance, and grade point averages. This
chapter describes the research questions and design, setting, data collection procedures,
validation strategies, and limitations of the study.
Research Questions
1. What proportion of high school students enrolled during the 2017-2018 school year who
participated in the STEP UP program in the summer of 2014 are academically “on track”
for graduation, as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of
attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average?
2. What differences, if any, are evident in STEP UP students’ high school “on track”
performance rates by gender, ethnicity, Exceptional Student Education (ESE) status,
English Language Learner (ELL) status and Free/Reduced Lunch (FRL) rate, as
measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of attendance, behavior,
course performance and grade point average?
3. What differences, if any, are evident in STEP UP students’ “on track” high school
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performance rates, as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of
attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average among the 27 HCPS
traditional high schools?
Research Design
Program evaluation “examines programs to determine their worth and to make
recommendations for refinement and success” (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010, p. 379).
Program evaluation differs from research in several ways. While research builds on knowledge
or understanding of a topic, program evaluation is used to make decisions and changes to a
program. In addition, program evaluation aims to change practice in a timely fashion. Program
evaluation can present formative data that can lead to immediate programmatic changes during
the program and/or summative data that can lead to changes or refinements after the program
cycle has concluded. By contrast, research on a topic can be collected and documented for years
yet lead to slow—or no—change in practice. This difference was exemplified in the literature
review on retention discussed in Chapter 2. Despite decades of research on the negative effects
of retention, it remains popular in schools and districts. Moreover, research rarely focuses on
just one program, in one school or in one district. Program evaluation seeks to do just that
(Lodico, Spaulding ,& Voegtle, 2010).
This study utilized an objective-based approach to program evaluation. The most
commonly used approach, objective-based evaluations are guided by “objectives written by the
creators of the program and the evaluator” and are further guided by benchmarks which
“specifically state the quantitative goals that the participants in the program need to reach to be
successful” (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010, p. 387). This evaluation method is appropriate
for evaluating the STEP UP program as the program seeks to decrease the number of potential
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dropouts in HCPS. In addition, the district’s Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) serve as the
benchmark for determining whether students are “on track” to graduate. An objective-based
approach determined the extent to which STEP UP met this goal.
In addition, this study used an ex post facto program evaluation design, using data that
were collected at the end of each program cycle and that are available from the school district.
An ex post facto design is both common and useful when the researcher is looking at differences
in a phenomenon in a real-world situation "after the fact" (Spaulding, 2008). Ex post facto
designs use secondary data that have already been collected. While KPI data are routinely
collected in HCPS, this data has not been used to inform decision making about the STEP UP
Program. No program evaluation to determine the program’s impact has taken place to date; the
effectiveness of STEP UP on students’ future performance in high school has not been studied
by HCPS.
Descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations) are used
to discuss the data collected for students in the STEP UP program and students being “on track”
for high school graduation. The research hypothesis is that the majority of students (over 50%)
who completed STEP UP will be “on track” for graduation.
Setting
Hillsborough County Public Schools (HCPS) in Tampa, Florida, is the nation’s eighth
largest school district (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016, Table 215.30. Retrieved
from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/tables/dt16_215.30.asp) with approximately
207,500 students. HCPS has more than 308 school sites including 142 K-5 elementary schools,
43 middle schools, 27 high schools, 5 K-8 schools, 4 career centers, and 49 charter schools
(HCPS Strategic Plan, 2015-2020, p. 3).
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The population of interest in this study are Hillsborough County Public School students
who completed the first cohort group of STEP UP in the summer of 2014. Any student
completing the sixth grade who has been retained at least once during their schooling is eligible
to be included, provided he/she has met promotion guidelines for sixth grade or is not failing
more than the equivalent of one annual course. This includes ESE (Exceptional Student
Education) students on standard curriculum and ELL (English Language Learner) students.
Approximately 1,000-1,200 students completed the STEP UP program in the summer of
2014, thus the sample size included all of the same students currently enrolled in 2017-18. I
estimate that this non-random convenience sample included approximately 900 students. Any
reduction in the students included would typically be due to students withdrawing from HCPS
schools to attend non-public schools in HCPS, other schools out-of-county, or students dropping
out of school. This withdrawal data is available in HCPS. The students of interest should have
been high school juniors in 10th grade during the 2017-2018 school year.
Data Collection
Data for these students already exist in HCPS data management systems. Permission was
be obtained from HCPS to access the data and use it for this study. All data remained
anonymous, and no student names were identified in the study.
HCPS has identified specific indicators, known as “Key Performance Indicators” or
“KPI’s” that allow all stakeholders to know if a student is “on track” for graduation. These
KPI’s were developed utilizing research conducted by the University of Chicago Consortium on
School Research, the Center for Social Organization of Schools at Johns Hopkins University,
and the Philadelphia Education Fund (HCPS Strategic Plan, p. 14). Thus, the following data were
collected for the sample and analyzed:
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•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of course performance in math and
English Language Arts: HCPS course performance in math and English Language
Arts is defined as the percent of students whose core math and English Language
Arts course performance is a grade of “D” or higher.

•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of grade point average: A student’s
grade point average is determined by assigning a point value to the semester
average a student earns per course. An “A” is valued at 4 points; a “B” at 3
points, a “C” at 2 points, a “D” at 1 point and an “F” at zero points. GPA is
calculated by averaging the semester grades.

•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of attendance: HCPS KPI attendance
data is measured by number of students with 90% attendance or higher.

•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of behavior: HCPS KPI behavior data
is measured by the percent of students with zero in-school or out-of-school
suspensions.

•

Demographic data for STEP UP students including gender, ethnicity, ESE
(Exceptional Student Education) or ELL (English Language Learners) status or
Free/Reduced Lunch status (FRL): Free/Reduced Lunch was used as a proxy
identifier for students in poverty.

Data Analysis
The researcher gathered the student data from HCPS data management systems and
analyze the data retrieved using descriptive statistics. Data were entered into a Microsoft Excel
file. Appropriate charts and graphs are utilized to display the data.
Research question 1. Data were analyzed based on each student’s number of days
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present to determine how many students were in attendance for 90% of the total days in the
2017-2018 school year. Behavior data were analyzed based on how many students were
reported as having zero in-school or out-of-school suspensions. Course performance data were
analyzed by reviewing student letter grades for both semesters in math and English Language
Arts. The number of students passing both courses (with a “D” or higher) and those not passing
(earning a grade of “F”) were determined. Finally, grade point averages were collected for each
STEP UP student based on their HCPS GPA. The number of students above and below a 2.0
was measured. Course grades of a “C” (2.0) or higher increase the likelihood of students
graduating on time (HCPS Strategic Plan, p. 14). These GPA data were summarized by
category; above a 2.0 and below a 2.0. An example frequency table for Research Question 1 is
presented below:
Example Frequency Table for Attendance, Behavior, Course Performance, and GPA 2017-2018
(N=xxx)
Variable
Attendance

n

%

Mean

Standard Deviation

Number of students
with 90% attendance
or higher
Etc.

A frequency table such as this allowed the researcher to describe frequencies of KPI data
collected for the sample:
N = total number of STEP UP students in sample
n = number of STEP UP students demonstrating the characteristic
% = percent of STEP UP students demonstrating the characteristic
Mean = arithmetical average of data set or set of scores
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Standard deviation = average distance between each of the scores in the distribution and
the mean
Research question 2. The researcher used nominal scales to measure the number of
students in the categories of gender, ethnicity, Free Reduced Lunch rate (FRL), Exceptional
Education (ESE) status, and English Language Learner (ELL) status. An example frequency
table for Research Question 2 is shown below.
Example Frequency Table for Race; Gender; ESE, ELL and FRL Status, 2017-2018 (N=xxx)
Variable
Race
Gender
ESE
ELL
FRL

n

%

Research question 3. The researcher gathered the KPI data as indicated in research
question one for each student. While student identities remain anonymous, the student’s school
of enrollment was collected. The percent of students “on track” as determined by KPI data is
reported by school attended. As defined in the HCPS Strategic Plan, the following criteria
indicate “on-track” status towards graduation:
Attendance

Percent of K-12 students with at least 90% attendance

Suspensions

Percent of K-12 students with zero in-school or out-of-school
suspensions

Course Performance Percent of Grade 6 - 9 students who pass all ELA and math
courses attempted
GPA

Percent of students with a cumulative state GPA of 2.0
or higher
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An example frequency table for Research Question 3 is provided below:
Example Frequency Table for Percent of Students ‘On Track’ by KPI Indicators (Attendance,
Suspensions, Course Performance, GPA) by School Attended 2017-2018 (N=xxx) with school
ranking within each indicator
Variable

Attendance and
rank

Suspensions and
rank

Course
Performance and
rank

GPA and rank

School A
School B
School C

n(%) (1)
n(%) (3)
n(%) (16)

n(%) (6)
n(%) (4)
n(%) (18)

n(%) (3)
n(%) (1)
n(%) (20)

n(%) (2)
n(%) (1)
n(%) (23)

In addition to reporting the percentages for each HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI)
data point, the researcher issued a rank to each of the 27 high schools in each individual category
of attendance, suspensions, course performance and GPA. This demonstrates where each school
ranked in relation to each other in each separate category. For an overall ranking across all four
HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI) data points, the researcher calculated a total score for
each high school by adding the percent of students “on track” as determined by KPI data.
Results are reported on an ordinal scale, ranking the 27 high schools by the percent of students
most “on track” to least “on track”. An example ranking table is provided below:
Example Ranking of Schools Attended by Overall ‘On Track’ Performance 2017-2018 (N=xxx)
Overall ‘On Track’ Score

School
School A
School B
School C

x
x
x

Validation Strategies
Students who completed STEP UP are “flagged” in the HCPS data management system.
However, since this flag is placed on student’s file based on reporting from schools, precautions
were used to protect the validity of the data. STEP UP students flagged in the system were
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verified by also reviewing their grade level enrollment history to ensure the students did not
complete seventh grade but were placed in eighth grade the year following completion of STEP
UP.
Reliability may be impacted as the data must be exported to Microsoft Excel to be
analyzed.
Limitations
There are four important limitations to this study. First, the STEP UP program was
taught at numerous middle schools and by many different teachers. Thus, the results are limited
by each teacher’s ability to deliver the STEP UP curriculum. Secondly, the students currently
attend numerous high schools. Thus, the results are potentially limited by the supports offered to
the students at their respective high school. Third, interviews with students, teachers or
administrators are not a part of this study. Thus, this study is limited by the quantitative data
collected from the district’s Key Performance Indicators. Lastly, the researcher, who is serving
as the internal evaluator of the program, is the former district administrator of the program and
was aware of potential bias in the study and findings and took appropriate precautions to reduce
bias. To reduce potential bias, the researcher engaged the manager of Strategic Data and
Evaluation, an HCPS employee with over twenty years of experience in assessment, to review
the data and findings as this employee is not directly affiliated with the STEP UP program.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 3 described the methods that were used to evaluate the STEP UP program. This
chapter defined the purpose of the study and research questions, defined program evaluation and
described the objective-based evaluation approach and ex-post facto research design to be used.
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The stetting and population of interest for the study were described and data collection and
analysis methods listed. Finally, validation strategies and study limitations were presented.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
DESCRIPTIVE NARRATIVE OF STEP UP PROGRAM

The Middle School Education Student Trajectory Enhancement Program (STEP UP) was
developed in response to compelling data that there were an unacceptably high number of
overage students in middle school in Hillsborough County Public Schools (HCPS). It also serves
to decrease the number of dropouts in HCPS, with the understanding that a number of students
who dropout of high school originate as overage students in the elementary and middle grades. I
had the opportunity to be the administrator overseeing program development and implementation
of STEP UP and thus have insight into the program’s inception, successes and challenges during
the first two years of the program (Summer 2014 and Summer 2015).
STEP UP was modeled after a former program in HCPS termed “Operation Upgrade”
which was utilized in the early 1990’s. Ironically, I was a teacher for two summers in that
program. Similar to STEP UP, Operation Upgrade offered the opportunity for overage, retained
sixth grade students to complete a summer program and be promoted to eighth grade upon
successful completion of the program, thus “skipping” seventh grade. To the best of my
knowledge, the program ended for budgetary reasons, and no program evaluation was completed
for Operation Upgrade.
Overview
STEP UP is a summer program that targets over-age, potentially under-achieving HCPS
(Hillsborough County Public Schools) students who are completing sixth grade. The program is
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designed to provide academic rigor in a small class setting with an emphasis on literacy and
mathematics. STEP UP provides an intensive learning environment designed to equip students
with the critical skills necessary to be successful in eighth grade. Upon successful completion of
this intensive summer program, students are promoted to eighth grade in Hillsborough County
Public Schools, thus “skipping” seventh grade and bringing these middle level learners closer
toward their age-appropriate grade level. Figure 1 provides an overview of the ‘flow’ of the
activities in the STEP UP Program.

Pre-

During

Post-

Program

Program

Program

Students are identified based on
admittance criteria.

Students participate in 6-week course
of study in English Language Arts, Math,
Science and Social Studies.

Students receive program
information and registration
materials.

Students participate in daily socialemotional team building activities.

School personnel acquires parental
permission for student
participation.

Students self-assess their daily
progress.
Teachers utilize daily and weekly
progress reports to monitor student
progress and communicate with
parents.
Lead teacher communicates with
Program Administrator about any
student concerns or potential student
dismissals.
Students adhere to student agreement
guidelines, including behavior and
attendance.
Teachers assess portfolio of student
work demonstrating acceptable
progress of required content
benchmarks.

Parents and students agree to
program guidelines via signed
"contract"/agreement.
Principals screen and select
teachers based on program
expectations and desired
qualifications.
Teachers participate in
professional development,
including content training and
training on social-emotional
learning components of program.

School sites hold completion
cermonies and invite
parents/families.

Students are promoted to eighth
grade in HCPS; thus "skipping" 7th
grade.

Student names are provided to
middle schools for appropriate
scheduling into 8th grade.

Middle schools are encouraged to
provide structured support
systems for students during 8th
grade year.

Figure 1. STEP UP Program Logic Model
Academic focus. The program is designed to provide academic rigor in a small class
setting with an emphasis on basic skills in literacy and mathematics. STEP UP provides an
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intensive learning environment designed to equip students with the critical skills necessary to be
successful in eighth grade. The maximum proposed teacher/student ratio is 1:20. Students take
four core courses: English Language Arts, math, science and social studies. The program has
four core teachers per school in the same subject areas who share up to 80 students per school.
The curriculum for STEP UP was designed by HCPS Middle School content supervisors
and is standards-based, focusing on the key benchmarks students need to master in order to be
successful in eighth grade. Curriculum design and delivery is based on high levels of student
engagement and teacher facilitation of learning, thus allowing students to be active versus
passive learners and remain engaged with the content. In addition, delivery of content utilizes
flexible grouping, differentiated instruction and integration of the core subjects as appropriate.
Simply put, STEP UP classes should not be lecture and notetaking, book work and packets of
handouts for completion, but include opportunities for hands on learning (such as labs in
science), group work, and use of technology.
Social/Emotional learning. A major component of the program is to provide
social/emotional support through the use of community building sessions provided by
Frameworks of Tampa Bay. Frameworks provides social and emotional learning programs and
workshops for youth in grades K-12, as well as to those adults and educators who support their
academic, relationship, workplace and life success.
STEP UP students are engaged in community building sessions daily. These sessions are
led by a teacher and include fun team building activities, as well as the giving and receiving of
compliments, and exercises in deep breathing. Teachers often reported that the community
building sessions were the most important part of the day. They allowed students to start the day
on a positive note and were a vehicle to help students get to know each other and build
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community quickly, as many of the students were from different schools and did not know each
other.
During weekly meetings I held with lead teachers of the program, they specifically
referred to the giving and receiving of compliments as one of the strongest elements of the team
building sessions. Simple compliments like “You are really good at math” or “I like your hair”
made students’ day. Teachers noted that students would remind them if they forgot to do
compliments during community building because they did not want to miss hearing a
compliment about themselves or giving a compliment to a class mate.
Admission to the Program
Students are eligible for the program if they were retained at least once in grades K-6. In
addition, students had to be on track to meet the sixth grade promotion requirements or be
missing no more than two semester core courses for promotion.
Although there was early discussion during program development in regard to
establishing an abundance of criteria for admission, such as specific thresholds for grade point
average, standardized test scores, attendance rates, and behavior referrals/suspensions, STEP UP
was designed to be an inclusive program. Thus, all students who met the retention requirement
referenced above, including ELL (English Language Learner) and ESE (Exceptional Student
Educations) students, would be eligible for the program. This did cause concern among teachers
in the program, who felt as if students who were far below grade level and/or who scored Level 1
(the lowest level) on the state standardized test would not be able to “keep up” or would not be
able to “handle” the program. Teachers had to be reminded that the academic goal of STEP UP
was to meet students at their current level and prepare the students for eighth grade, not to
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progress them multiple grade levels in reading or from a Level 1 student on standardized tests to
Level 3 (considered grade-level proficiency) in a six-week program.
As a matter of fact, the HCPS Pupil Progression plan for middle school promotes
students based on letter grades:
Middle school students must pass language arts, mathematics, science and social studies
to meet annual promotion requirements. In order to pass a middle school semester course
that requires an exam, students must meet the following criteria: the weighted average of
the two quarter grades and the district scaled semester exam must be greater than or equal
to a 0.5 on a four-point scale; and at least one of the quarter grades must be a D or higher
(p.14, Hillsborough County Public Schools Pupil Progression Plan, retrieved from
https://www.sdhc.k12.fl.us/assets/pdf/studentprogressionplan.pdf).
There are no benchmarks for promotion related to standardized test scores or reading
levels. While teachers must adhere to the widely used 10-point grading scale (90-100 is an “A”,
etc.), teachers set up their own grading systems and weighting and thus determine the letter
grades for students. In summary, middle school students can progress to the next grade level by
earning at least a “D” average in their four core courses. Why then, would we not allow below
grade level or Level 1 students to participate in STEP UP?
When this concern came to me as program administrator (and it did), I would ask the
teacher, “Do you have students who are below grade level or Level 1 in your classes during the
school year? The answer was always “yes”. I would then ask, “How do you support those
students in your classes now?” My goal was to remind teachers they had struggling learners in
their classes, and schools have struggling students in all grade levels—being a struggling student
did not mean you could not progress to the next grade level.
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Parent and Student Agreement
As part of the registration process, parents are required to sign an agreement for
admittance into the program. The STEP UP parent agreement helps ensure that the family is
committed to and supportive of the "acceleration plan" and that they explicitly agree to support
the school's recommendations regarding both academic and behavioral interventions.
All students who attend STEP UP are required to sign a student agreement (provided
below) detailing their responsibilities and commitments prior to starting the program:
“I want to succeed and I understand I must take individual responsibility for my own
success. I understand that I will be allowed to remain in the program only if I meet the
student responsibilities outlined below:
•

I understand that my participation and success in STEP depends on my hard work and
appropriate behavior.

•

I understand that completing the program is an opportunity for me to be promoted to
the eighth grade for the 2015-2016 school year in Hillsborough County Schools.

•

I understand that I will be required to attend STEP on time daily for the full day.

•

I understand I will be required to complete all required assignments, participate fully
in class, and follow classroom rules and procedures.

•

I understand I may be removed from the program for violation of these student
contract guidelines.”

The STEP UP lead teacher and content teachers were expected and encouraged to communicate
with parents on a weekly basis utilizing a weekly progress report that required a parent signature.
In addition, phone communication was expected if there were concerns with a student’s progress.
This regular contact was imperative to ensure that parents were aware of their child’s progress
and also required prior to any decisions being made about a child’s removal from the program.
Parents were also invited to attend the STEP UP “graduation” ceremonies at the end of the
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program. These were very well attended and a true moment of celebration for students and
families.
Attendance and Behavior
The STEP UP program is an intensive six week summer program. Daily student hours
are Monday-Thursday, 9:00 a.m.-1:30 p.m. School bus transportation is provided. Due to the
intensity of this accelerated program, attendance is critical. Students are allowed a maximum of
three absences in the program only in the case of an emergency.
The HCPS Student Code of Conduct is enforced for STEP UP students, in addition to any
site-specific conduct requirements. If after interventions a student continues to display a pattern
of disruptive behavior, he/she will be released from STEP UP. The STEP UP Lead Teacher and
STEP UP teachers may develop a point system as a reward for good behavior and attendance.
As program administrator, I required Lead Teachers to consult with me before any
student could be released from STEP UP. Part of their role as Lead Teacher was to provide
interventions for student absenteeism or inappropriate behavior, including parent calls and
conferences.
Program Completion
The following criteria are required for program completion:
•

Portfolio of student work demonstrating acceptable progress of required content
benchmarks in all subject areas.

•

Adherence to Student Agreement guidelines, including behavior and attendance.

Similar to the inclusive mindset for admittance into the program, program completion criteria
were limited to “acceptable progress” in the content courses and meeting attendance and
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behavior guidelines. Teachers were asked to use a portfolio of student work to determine
program completion; letter grades or averages were not used.
STEP UP Instructional Staff
Each STEP UP Program has four core teachers: English Language Arts, math, science
and social studies. The host site for STEP UP is the hiring site. Host site principals are
encouraged to communicate with sending school principals (if applicable) for potential interested
teaching candidates.
It is critical that teachers selected to teach the STEP UP program are effective teachers
who also understand the unique needs of overage middle school students. Teachers in the
program are expected to:
• Utilize the provided STEP UP curriculum of study, instructional program guidelines,
and other materials in planning and developing lessons.
• Utilize a variety of instructional delivery models and best practices to ensure high levels
of student engagement, including, but not limited to, cooperative groups, Kagan
structures, technology, demonstrations, student led discussions, and laboratory
experiences.
• Plan, develop, and utilize a variety of instructional materials appropriate to the
intellectual and instructional level of students from varied socio-economic and cultural
backgrounds and who possess a range of social and emotional maturity.
• Review, analyze and evaluate the history, background and assessment of students in
designing lessons and activities to meet individual student’s educational needs.
• Provide group and individual instruction to motivate students, and effectively utilize the
time available for instructional activities.
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• Maintain appropriate standards of student behavior, using behavioral management
strategies and techniques, including positive reinforcement and behavior shaping
procedures.
• Review, analyze, evaluate, and report students’ academic, social, and emotional growth
throughout the course of the program via a weekly Progress Report sent home with
students.
• Prepare, administer, score, record, and report the results of assessments designed to
evaluate student growth and progress with essential skills.
• Communicate with parents, school and district personnel regarding student progress and
program implementation.
• Cooperatively pursue alternative solutions to address student learning challenges, and to
enhance expanded academic, social and emotional growth opportunities.
• Work cooperatively with the STEP UP Lead Teacher and other team teachers to ensure
student success. This includes attending pre-planning and curriculum training prior to
program start.

In addition, each STEP UP Program has a STEP UP Lead Teacher. The STEP UP Lead
Teacher coordinates all program services, assists with curriculum lesson planning, co-teaches the
Frameworks lessons, supports teachers during instruction as needed, creates and maintains
program data, manages student progress reports and other paperwork, communicates with
parents, assists with student behavior concerns, and serves as a point of contact between the
teachers, school and district.
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Considerations after STEP UP Completion
After completing STEP UP, students are promoted to eighth grade. It was recognized
that STEP UP students would need additional support to be successful, as they had “skipped” an
entire grade level. Middle schools were provided with a list of students who completed the
program and were encouraged to identify their STEP UP eighth graders prior to the start of the
school year. Schools were given recommendations to help support students such as:
•

Assign each STEP UP student to a staff member (such as a guidance counselor,
administrator, or student success coach) who could check-in with the student weekly
or on a regular basis.

•

Place all STEP UP students in the same homeroom class for community building.

•

Assign STEP UP students to high performing teachers.

•

Provide special incentives for STEP UP students (e.g., for maintaining a “C” average
or higher).

Success in the first year of STEP UP (Summer 2014 cohort) was measured by the number
of STEP UP students who successfully completed the program, and later, the number of students
who were promoted to high school at the end of their eighth grade year. In 2014, there were
1,332 students who entered the STEP UP program, and 1,243 students (93.3%) successfully
completed the program. At the end 2014-2015, there were 1,152 STEP UP students flagged in
the district data system. Of those, 86% were promoted to ninth grade.
As the first cohort entered high school, I was intentional in meeting with high school
assistant principals who would be handling their scheduling and placement. I provided the same
recommendations (previously mentioned above) that had proven helpful to student success in
eighth grade. There was concern on behalf of some administrators of identifying STEP UP
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students to their teachers. They felt that if teachers knew a student had participated in STEP UP,
they may impose their own negative, pre-conceived notions of the student’s lack of ability or
skills onto the student and, thus, not give the student a fair chance. This supports the thinking
discussed in Chapter Two that educators and non-educators alike consider retention a just
“punishment” or punitive consequence. This thinking proposed that STEP UP students did not
deserve the opportunity to be accelerated a grade level—regardless of whether the student
completed a summer program.
This presented a unique challenge, as there were perceived benefits to identifying STEP
UP students, namely to provide additional support and interventions as needed. In cases where
identifying STEP UP students to individual teachers was a concern, schools ensured that support
personnel (such as guidance counselors and student success coaches) received lists of STEP UP
students. In addition, individual student information was available to all school personnel via the
online student information system at any time; all school personnel have access to this system.
Chapter Summary
This chapter tells the “story” of the STEP UP program, including program origin and
purpose, academic focus, social emotional learning components, program admission
requirements, student/parent agreements, program completion requirements, and expectations for
instructional personnel. Finally, considerations after STEP UP program completion were
described. This chapter also includes my narrative commentary on the STEP UP program from
my perspective as program administrator.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to conduct a summative evaluation of the effectiveness of
the STEP UP program in keeping program participants “on track” for high school graduation and
to determine if the intended goals of the program were realized. The evaluation focused on
students who participated in the initial cohort of STEP UP in 2014. Data analyzed were
students’ attendance rates, behavior data (rates of suspension), course performance, and grade
point averages for the 2017-2018 school year.
Research Question 1
What proportion of high school students enrolled during the 2017-2018 school year who
participated in the STEP UP program in the summer of 2014 are academically “on track” for
graduation, as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of attendance,
behavior, course performance and grade point average?
The researcher gathered the KPI (Key Performance Indicator) data as indicated in
research question one for each student. As defined in the HCPS Strategic Plan, the following
criteria indicated “on-track” status towards graduation:
Attendance

Percent of K-12 students with at least 90% attendance

Suspensions

Percent of K-12 students with zero in- or out-of-school
suspensions

Course Performance Percent of Grade 6-9 students who pass all ELA and math
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courses attempted (passing is defined as earning a “D” or higher in
the course)
GPA

Percent of students with a cumulative state GPA of 2.0
or higher

Following completion of the STEP UP Program in the summer of 2014, there were 1,164
STEP UP students “flagged” as enrolled in HCPS during the 2014-2015 year. A total of 894
students who participated in the STEP UP program in the summer of 2014 remained enrolled
through the end of the 2017-2018 school year in HCPS. These 894 students were the population
of interest for this study. Table 1 presents the frequency distributions of student performance
data in the “on track” criteria of attendance, behavior (suspensions), course performance, and
GPA.
Attendance rates were calculated by determining the number of days attended in the
2017-2018 school year compared to the total number of days in the school year (173) to
determine a percentage of attendance. Attendance data were not available for one student; thus,
attendance data are reported for the remaining 893 students in the data set. The majority of
students in the sample (62%) met the criteria of 90% or higher attendance. The average
attendance rate for the sample size was 89.78%, with a standard deviation of 9.74. This indicates
that students’ attendance rate ranged between 80.04% and 99.52%.
Behavior data were determined by quantifying the number of students with no in- or outof-school suspensions during the 2017-2018 school year. Behavior data were not available for
one student; thus, behavior data are reported for the remaining 893 students in the data set.
Analysis of behavior data revealed that 71.9% of students had zero in- or out-of-school
suspensions, and 28.1% of students had one or more in- or out-of-school suspensions.
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Table 1
Attendance, Behavior (Suspensions), Course Performance, and GPA 2017-2018 (N=894)
Variable
Attendance1

n (894)

Number of students with
90% attendance or higher
Number of students
below 90% attendance

%

554

62.0

341

38.0

Behavior 2

Mean

Standard Deviation

89.78

9.74

n/a

Number of students with
zero in- or out-of-school
suspensions
Number of students with
1 or more in- or out-ofschool suspensions

642

71.9

251

28.1

Course Performance3
Number of students with
a “D” or higher in
Mathematics
Number of Students
without a “D” or higher
in Mathematics

Number of students with
a “D” or higher in
English/Language Arts

Number of students
without a “D” or higher
in English/Language Arts

n/a
580

67.4

281

32.6

653

74.8

220

25.2

GPA4

2.15

Number of students with
GPA of 2.0 and above

543

Number of students with
GPA below 2.0

350

Number of students who
meet all KPI criteria 5

.68

60.8

39.2

264

29.5

1

Attendance delimited by one student without attendance data

2

Behavior data delimited by one student without behavior data

3

Math course performance data delimited by 33 students without math course performance data; ELA data delimited by 21 students without ELA
course performance data

4

GPA - one student without available GPA was not included.

5

KPI (Key Performance Indicators) criteria: 90% attendance or higher; zero in- or out-of-school suspensions, “D” or higher in all ELA and math
courses, and GPA of 2.0 or higher. Students who did not have data available in all areas were not included.
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For the purpose of this study, course performance in ELA (English Language Arts) and
math included all ELA and math courses attempted by the students during the 2017-2018 school
year. Passing ELA and math was defined as earning a “D” or higher in the course. In ELA the
number of semester courses attempted ranged from one semester course to nine semester courses
per student. English Language Arts courses are classified as any English or reading courses as
well as Creative Writing and Journalism.
ELA course performance data were not available for 21 students. This could be a result
of students being inappropriately scheduled without ELA courses or due to the use of incorrect
course codes by school sites for ELA courses. Of the remaining 873 students with ELA course
performance data, 653 (74.8%) earned a “D” or higher in all ELA courses attempted in 20172018. A total of 220 students (25.2%) did not pass at least one attempted ELA course during the
school year.
In mathematics, the number of courses attempted ranged from one semester course to no
semester courses per student. Math courses include all courses from algebra and geometry to
liberal arts math and math for college readiness. No math course performance data were
available for 33 students. Similar to ELA course performance data, this could be a result of
students being inappropriately scheduled without math courses or due to using incorrect course
codes for math courses. Of the 861 students with math course performance data, 580 (67.4%)
earned a “D” or higher in all math courses attempted in 2017-2018. A total of 281 students
(32.6%) did not pass at least one attempted math courses during the school year.
Analysis of ELA and math course performance data reveals a difference in performance
rates between the two courses, with students earning passing grades in ELA at a 7.4 % higher
rate than math courses.
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The final HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) analyzed was grade point average
(GPA). GPA is cumulative to date and unweighted (no additional points assigned for honors or
Advanced Placement courses). GPA was determined by assigning a point value to the semester
average a student earns per course. This includes all courses attempted. An “A” is valued at 4
points, a “B” at 3 points, a “C” at 2 points, a “D” at 1 point and an “F” at zero points. GPA is
calculated by averaging the semester grades. GPA data were not available for one student, thus
GPA data were reported for of the remaining 893 students in the data set. The majority of
students in the sample (60.8%) met the criteria of a GPA of 2.0 or higher. The average GPA for
the sample size was 2.15, with a standard deviation of .68. This indicates that students’ GPA
ranged between a 1.47 and 2.73.
Further analysis of the data showed that 264 students, or 29.5% of students with available
data, were meeting all KPI’s (Key Performance Indicators) of 90% attendance or higher, zero inor out-of-school suspensions, course performance of a “D” or higher in all attempted ELA and
math courses, and a cumulative GPA of 2.0 or higher for the 2017-2018 school year. These data
were delimited to only those students with available data for all criteria. The findings suggest
that student’s “on-track” performance on individual KPI metrics is higher (the lowest “on track”
KPI indicator was GPA at 60.8%) than the overall “on-track” performance on all Key
Performance Indicators as an aggregate.
Research Question 2
What differences, if any, are evident in the high school “on track” performance rates of
STEP UP students by gender, ethnicity, ESE status, ELL status and FRL as measured by the
HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of attendance, behavior, course performance and
grade point average?
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Demographic characteristics of sample. Table 2 displays the demographic data for the
sample studied. The researcher collected demographic data based on the year the students
participated in the STEP UP program (summer 2014).
Table 2
Race, Gender, ESE, ELL and FRL Status of Students Enrolled in STEP UP in Summer 2014 and
Overall Demographics of Students Enrolled in HCPS in 2013-2014
STEP
UP
n =894

%

HCPS
n=
194,567

%

Ethnicity
Asian/Pacific Islander
Black/African American
Caucasian/White
Hispanic/Latino
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Ethnicity. The largest demographic group participating in STEP UP in summer 2014 was
Hispanic (44.85%), followed by Black/African American (33.89%) and Caucasian/White
(16.77%). Comparatively, district demographics for the same ethic groups in 2013-2014 were as
follows: Hispanic 32%; Black/African American 21.4%; Caucasian/White 37.4%. The data
suggest that Hispanic and Black/African American students were represented in the STEP UP
Program at a higher rate when compared to district demographics. Specifically, there were
12.85% more Hispanic students and 12.49% more Black/African American students in STEP UP
as compared to district demographics overall.
Gender. Males outnumbered females in the data set by 100 students which equates to
11.2% more males than females. This is higher than the proportion of males to females in the
district for 2013-2014; male students outnumbered female students district wide by 2.8%.
Exceptional student education (ESE) primary exceptionality. The researcher collected
data for the Primary Exceptionalities most served in HCPS outside of speech/language. Data
collected show that a total of 38.5% of students who participated in STEP UP in 2014 were in an
ESE program. Students with Varying Exceptionalities or Specific Learning Abilities (VE/SLD)
accounted for the majority of the students in the sample set, with 35.79% being designated
VE/SLD. As noted in Table 2, all other ESE designations account for less than one percent of
the overall data set. Comparatively, the district percentages for students with Varying
Exceptionalities or Specific Learning Abilities (VE/SLD) in 2013-2014 was 6.3%. These data
show that six times as many VE/SLD students were in STEP UP as compared to the district
demographics overall. Conversely, less than one percent of students in STEP UP were in the
Gifted Program while 8.5% of HCPS students were designated as Gifted. Differences in
representation in STEP UP among the other Primary Exceptionalities in the data set and overall
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demographics in the district did not reveal as large discrepancies as noted with VE/SLD or
Gifted designations.
The researcher also collected matched data for the students’ Primary Exceptionality data
in 2017-2018, as there can be changes in ESE status over time. For example, a general education
student can be identified as ESE, or previously identified ESE students’ primary exceptionalities
may change, or students may be exited from ESE designation. A comparison of demographic
data for 2017-2018 for the same sample set showed there were some changes in ESE status. In
2017-18, there were 317 VE/SLD STEP UP students identified (compared to 320 in 2013-2014);
9 EBD STEP UP students (compared to 8 in 2013-2014); and 7 IND STEP UP students
(compared to 3 in 2013-2014). There were no changes in the demographic data in the other ESE
categories.
English language learner (ELL) status. Table 2 depicts the number of students who
were designated as LY and LF during the year they completed STEP UP. LY students are
English Language Learner (ELL) students who are enrolled in classes specifically designed for
ELL’s. LF students are ELL students being followed up for a two-year period after having
exited from the ELL program. Over 15% of the students who participated in STEP-UP in 2014
were LY students and in ELL classes during the regular year; slightly over 8% were LF students
being monitored after program exit. Overall, ELL status data were much more aligned with
overall HCPS demographics than ESE data, with notable variance occurring in LF students
(STEP UP LF students 8.3%; HCPS LF students 2.5%). These data show there were almost four
times as many ELL students being monitored in the two-year follow-up after program exit in
STEP UP than in the district overall.
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As with ESE demographic data, the researcher also collected matched data for ELL status
in 2017-2018, as students’ ELL status is expected to change over time. Demographic data for
the same sample set in 2017-2018 yielded 32 LY students and 115 LF students. Therefore, at the
end of 2017-2018, only 32 students (3.57%) remained in courses specifically designed for
English Language Learners. These data suggest that former STEP UP LY students transitioned
to LF status, and other students were exited after their two-year follow up.
Free/reduced lunch (FRL) status. The researcher used FRL status as a proxy measure
for students in poverty. The majority of the students who participated in STEP UP in 2014 were
in this demographic category, with 816 or 91.27% of students receiving free/reduced lunch. In
2013-2014, 62.4% of HCPS students qualified for FRL. These data show almost a 30% higher
rate of poverty with STEP UP students than in HCPS demographics overall.
In summary, Table 2 shows that a majority of students in the data set were minority
(78.74%), designated as Free/Reduced Lunch (91.27%) and classified as ESE and ELL
(54.09%).
Attendance, behavior, course performance, and GPA performance by demographic
groups. Table 3 displays the Key Performance Indicator data from 2017-2018 for STEP UP
students by demographic group. The researcher gathered the KPI (Key Performance Indicator)
data as indicated in research question two for each student by demographic groups. In order to
accurately reflect the average percentage rates per KPI indicator per demographic group,
averages were determined by differentiating the “n” for each variable.
Attendance. As defined in the HCPS Strategic Plan, an attendance rate of 90% or higher
indicates “on-track” status towards graduation. Of the three largest ethnic groups who were part
of the data set (Hispanic, African-American and White), white students had the largest
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percentage of students who met 90% attendance rates or higher (62%), followed by AfricanAmerican students (58.7%) and Hispanic students (56.1%). Hispanic students make up the
largest amount of STEP UP students (401 students) and have the lowest rate of students meeting
the KPI indicator for attendance. While the difference in attendance rates for African-American
students and Hispanic students was 2.6%, the rates for both Hispanic and African-American
students meeting the criteria for attendance fell below their white peers.
When all ethnicities are considered, regardless of number of students in the demographic
category, American Indian/Alaskan Native students (n=2) had the highest rate of students
meeting the attendance criteria (100%) followed by Multiracial students (n=25;72%) and Asian
students (n=13;69.2%). Thus, the three smallest ethnic groups had the highest rates of students
meeting this KPI indicator for attendance.
Data by gender revealed a significant difference in the percentage of male students with
90% or better attendance than female students. Data showed that 65.1% of males met the
attendance criteria while only 46.2% of females did. Thus, males outperformed females by
18.9%.
Data for Exceptional Education (ESE) students showed that 203 or 63.4% of VE/SLD
students, the largest ESE primary exceptionality in the data set, met the criteria of 90% or better
attendance. The largest number of students in any other primary exceptionality variable was
eight, and within these other exceptionalities, students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
had the highest percentage of students meeting the attendance criteria (75%), followed by Other
Health Impaired (OHI) and Gifted students at 60% each. Primary exceptionalities with the least
number of students meeting the attendance criteria were Emotionally Behaviorally Disturbed
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Table 3
Demographics for Attendance, Behavior, Course Performance, and GPA 2017-2018

Variable

Ethnicity
Asian/Pacific
Islander
Black/African
American
Caucasian/White
Hispanic/Latino
American
Indian/Alaskan
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Multiracial
Gender
Male
Female
ESE Primary
Exceptionality
VE/SLD
EBD
Autism Spectrum
Disorder
Intellectually
Disabled (IND)
Other Health
Impaired (OHI)
Gifted
English Language
Learner (ELL)
Status
LY-enrolled in
ELL classes
LF-2 year follow
up after exit from
ELL program
Free/Reduced
Lunch

1
2
3

Number
of
students
per
variable

Attendance:
students with
90%
attendance or
higher
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students with
zero in- or
out-ofschool
suspensions

Course
Performance:
number of
students with
a “D” or
higher in
Mathematics1

n

%

n

%

n

%

13

9

69.2

9

69.2

10

76.9

303

178

58.7

187

61.7

150
401

93
255

62.0
56.1

117
308

2

2

100.0
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18

497
397

Course
Performance:
number of
students with
a “D” or
higher in
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Language
Arts2
n
%

GPA:
Number of
students
with GPA
of 2.0 and
above

Students
meeting
all criteria

n
11

%
84.6

n
6

%
46.1

9

69.2

223

73.5

158

52.1

79

26.0

183

60.3

78.0
76.8

95
267

63.3
66.5

107
289

71.3
72.0

100
253

66.6
63.0

41
127

27.0
31.6

1

50.0

2

100.0

2

100.0

2

100.0

1

50.0

72.0

20

80.0

23

92.0

23

92.0

19

76.0

10

40.0

324
230

65.1
46.2

351
291

70.6
73.3

297
222

254
267

51.1
67.2

266
277

53.5
69.7

105
100

21.1
25.1

320
8

203
3

63.4
37.5

224
5

70.0
62.5

219
3

68.4
37.5

233
5

72.8
62.5

188
4

58.7
50.0

102
1

31.8
12.5

4

3

75.0

3

75.0

2

50.0

2

50.0

1

25.0

1

25.0

3

0

0

3

100.0

2

66.6

3

100.0

2

66.6

0

0

5

3

60.0

4

80.0

3

60.0

5

100.0

2

40.0

1

20.0

5

3

60.0

4

80.0

3

60.0

3

60.0

3

60.0

3

60.0

139

89

64.0

100

71.9

96

69.0

93

66.9

82

58.9

39

28.0

75

47

62.6

58

77.3

52

69.3

55

73.3

46

61.3

25

33.3

816

491

60.1

579

70.9

523

64.0

583

71.4

482

59.0

232

28.4

59.7
55.9

33students without Math course performance data were not included.
21 students without ELA course performance data were not included.
KPI (Key Performance Indicators) criteria: 90% attendance or higher; zero in- or out-of-school
suspensions, “D” or higher in all ELA and math courses, and GPA of 2.0 or higher. Students who did not
have data available in all four criteria were not included.
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students (EBD) with 37.5% and Intellectually Disabled Students (IND) with none of the three
students in the data set meeting the attendance criteria.
English Language Learner (ELL) students in both LY (students enrolled in specific ELL
classes) and LF (students in two-year follow up after exit from ELL program) categories had
similar rates. LY students meeting the attendance criteria of 90% or higher were slightly higher
at 64% with LF students at 62.6%.
Of all variables studied, students in poverty was the largest demographic category; 861 of
the 894 students in the data set were on FRL (free or reduced lunch, a proxy measure for
poverty). Of the FRL lunch students, 60.1% met the attendance criteria, which closely aligns to
the overall percentage of STEP UP students who met this criteria in the studied data set (n=894)
at 62%.
In summary, the percentage of students with 90% or higher attendance rates in any
demographic subgroup with ten or more students ranged from a low of 56.1% (Hispanic) to a
high of 72% (Multiracial). The overall percentage of STEP UP students who met the attendance
criteria in the data set (n=894) was 62% (see Table 1). Thus, when considering all demographic
subgroups with ten or more students, one subgroup fell significantly below the average - 46.2%
of females met the 90% or better attendance criteria. When considering all subgroups studied
regardless of number of students represented in the variable, EBD and IND students were the
least likely to meet the attendance criteria.
Behavior. As defined in the HCPS Strategic Plan, zero in- or out-of-school suspensions
indicated “on-track” status towards graduation. Of the three largest ethnic groups who were part
of the data set (Hispanic, African-American and White), white students had the largest
percentage of students with no suspensions (78%) followed closely by Hispanic students
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(76.8%). The percentage of African-American students with zero suspensions was 61.7%, over
15% less than their white and Hispanic peers. When all ethnicities are considered, regardless of
number of students in the category, Multiracial students had the largest percentage of students
with zero suspensions (n=20; 80%) while American Indian/Alaskan Native students had the
smallest percentage of students with zero suspensions (n=1; 50%) .
Data by gender showed a small variance between males and females with no suspensions.
The percentage of females with no suspensions was 73.3% with a slightly lower rate for males
(70.6%).
Data for Exceptional Education (ESE) students showed that 224 or 70% of VE/SLD
students had no suspensions. The largest number of students in any other primary exceptionality
variable was eight. Within these other exceptionalities, 100% of IND students had no
suspensions with 80% of OHI and Gifted students meeting the criteria. The primary
exceptionality with the least amount of students meeting the KPI criteria of no suspensions were
Emotionally Behaviorally Disturbed students (EBD) with five out of eight students, or 62.5%, of
EBD students having zero suspensions.
English Language Learner (ELL) students in both LY (students enrolled in specific ELL
classes) and LF (student in two-year follow up after exit from ELL program) categories had
somewhat similar rates. For LY students, 71.9% had no suspensions while 5.4% more LF
students (77.3%) had no suspensions.
Of the 861 FRL students, 70.9% met the criteria of zero suspensions. Similar to
attendance data, behavior data for FRL students closely aligns to the overall percentage of STEP
UP students who met this criteria in the data set (n=894) at 71.9%.
Overall, the percentage of students with zero suspensions in any demographic subgroups
63

with ten or more students ranged from a low of 61.7% (African-American) to a high of 80%
(Multiracial). The overall percentage of STEP UP students who met the behavior criteria in the
studied data set (n=894) was 71.9% (see Table 1). Consequently, when considering all
demographic subgroups with ten or more students, all subgroups studied were within two
percentage points of being at or above the overall average of 71.9% with only one exception African-American students had 10.2% less students with zero suspensions.
When considering all subgroups studied regardless of number of students represented in
the variable, IND, Gifted, OHI, Multiracial and White students were the most likely to meet the
criteria of having zero suspensions (all met criteria at <78%).
Course performance in mathematics. For mathematics, “on-track” status towards
graduation was defined as earning a “D” or higher in the course. For the purposes of this study,
data included all semester math courses attempted by students in the sample during the 20172018 school year. Among the three largest ethnic groups in the data set (Hispanic, AfricanAmerican and White), Hispanic students had the largest percentage of students who passed all
math courses (66.5%), followed by white students (63.3%) and African-American students
(60.3%). When all ethnicities are considered, regardless of number of students in the category,
American Indian/Alaskan Native students had the largest percentage of students passing all math
courses attempted (n=2; 100%), followed by Multiracial students (n=23; 92%) and Asian/Pacific
Islander (n=10; 76.9%). Overall, African-American students had the smallest percentage of
students passing all math courses (60.3%).
When analyzing data by gender, more male students passed all math courses (59.7%)
than females (55.9%).
Data for Exceptional Education (ESE) students revealed 68.4% of VE/SLD students
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passed all math courses attempted. All other exceptionalities in the sample studied fell below the
rate for VE/SLD students, with math course performance rates ranging from a high of 66.6%
(IND) to a low of 37.5% (EBD). For Gifted and OHI students, 60% passed all math courses
attempted, and for ASD students 50% passed all math courses attempted.
English Language Learner (ELL) students in both LY (students enrolled in specific ELL
classes) and LF (students in two-year follow up after exit from ELL program) categories had
almost identical rates - 69% of LY students and 69.3% of LF students passed all attempted math
courses. The data suggest that ELL students’ math performance is similar exclusive of their
English proficiency.
Data for FRL students revealed that 64% met the criteria for passing all math courses
attempted. Similar to attendance and behavior data for FRL students, math course performance
data aligned to the overall percentage of STEP UP students who met the criteria in the studied
data set.
In summary, the percentage of students passing all math courses attempted in any
demographic subgroup with ten or more students ranged from a low of 55.9% (female students)
to a high of 92% (Multiracial). The overall percentage of STEP UP students who met the math
course performance criteria in the studied data set (n=894) was 67.4% (see Table 1).
When considering all subgroups studied, regardless of number of students represented in
the variable, one subgroup (EBD students) fell significantly below the overall average rate; only
37.5% of EBD students passed all math course attempted. Also, the Hispanic group
outperformed white students by 3.2%.
Course performance in English/Language Arts (ELA). For “on-track” status towards
graduation, passing performance in ELA was defined as earning a “D” or higher in a course. For
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the purposes of this study, data included all semester ELA courses attempted by the students in
the sample during the 2017-2018 school year. Among the three largest ethnic groups who were
part of the data set (Hispanic, African-American, White), African-American students had the
largest percentage of students who passed all ELA courses (73.5%), followed by Hispanic
students (72%) and white students (71.3%). When all ethnicities are considered, regardless of
number of students in the category, the highest rates were among the same subgroups as math
course performance. American Indian/Alaskan Native students had the largest percentage of
students passing all ELA courses attempted (n=2; 100%), followed by Multiracial students
(n=23; 92%). Overall, Asian/Pacific Islander had the smallest percentage of students passing all
ELA courses (n=9; 69.2%).
When analyzing data by gender, 16.1% more female students passed all ELA courses
(67.2%) than males (51.1%). This is a large contrast to the course performance data in math,
where male students passed all courses attempted at a 3.8% higher rate than females.
Data for Exceptional Education (ESE) students revealed two ESE subgroups (IND and
OHI) with 100% of students passing all ELA courses attempted. For VE/SLD students, 72.8%
passed all ELA courses attempted, a 4.4% increase in comparison to math course performance
rates. The largest difference came with EBD students; 62.5% of EBD students passed their ELA
courses, a 25% increase over math course performance rates. For autistic and gifted students,
ELA passing rates were 50% and 60% respectively and were consistent with math course
performance rates for these subgroups.
Unlike math course performance rates which were almost identical among LY and LF
students, ELA course performance rates differed with 66.9% of LY students passing all ELA
courses and 73.3% (+6.4%) of LF students passing all attempted ELA courses. This data is of
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interest as LY students are in special courses designed for ELL students which would suggest
students should perform better than their LF peers who are no longer in specialized ELL courses,
but in mainstreamed ELA classes. Thus, in contrast to math course performance data, ELA data
suggest that ELL students’ ELA performance is impacted by their English proficiency.
Data for FRL students revealed that 71.4% met the criteria for passing all ELA courses
attempted, an increase of 7.4% in comparison to math course performance rates. Similar to other
indicators studied, ELA course performance data aligns to the overall percentage of STEP UP
students who met this criteria in the studied data set (n=894).
In summary, the percentage of students passing all ELA courses attempted in any
demographic subgroup with ten or more students ranged from a low of 66.9% (ELL LY students)
to a high of 92% (Multiracial). The overall percentage of STEP UP students who met the ELA
course performance criteria in the studied data set (n=894) was 74.8% (see Table 1).
Thus, when considering all subgroups studied regardless of number of students
represented in the variable, four subgroups were well below the overall average rate - only
51.1% of males, 62.5% of EBD students, 60% of gifted students and 50% of ASD students
passed all ELA courses attempted. Also, African-American students outperformed white
students (+2.2%) in ELA course performance data.
Grade point average. A cumulative GPA of 2.0 or higher indicated “on-track”
performance towards high school graduation. Among the three largest ethnic groups who were
part of the data set (Hispanic, African-American and White), white students had the largest
percentage of students who met the GPA requirement (66.6%), followed by Hispanic students
(63%) and African-American students (52.1%). When all ethnicities are considered, regardless
of number of students in the category, the highest rates overall were among the smaller sized
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subgroups. Both American Indian/Alaskan Native students met the GPA criteria, thus meeting
this indicator at 100%, followed by 84.6% of Asian/Pacific Islander students and 76% of
multiracial students. Overall, African-American students had the smallest percentage of students
(52.1%) with a 2.0 GPA or above.
Data for Exceptional Education (ESE) students showed that the highest percentage of
students with a GPA of 2.0 or higher were IND students, with 2 of the 3 students meeting the
criteria (66.6%). Gifted students met the criteria at 60% (3 out of 5 students), followed by
VE/SLD students at 58.7%. Fifty percent of EBD students met the GPA criteria with OHI
students meeting the GPA criteria at 40%. The largest difference came with ASD students - only
one out of the four students in the data set (25%) had a GPA of 2.0 or higher.
When analyzing data for ELL students, a slightly higher percentage of LF students
(61.3%) maintained a GPA of 2.0 or higher than LY students (58.9%). And, for FRL students
59% met the GPA criteria.
In summary, the percentage of students meeting or exceeding a GPA of 2.0 in any
demographic subgroup studied with ten or more students ranged from a low of 52.1% (AfricanAmerican students) to a high of 84.6% (Asian/Pacific Islander). The overall percentage of STEP
UP students who met the ELA course performance criteria in the studied data set (n=894) was
60.8% (see Table 1).
When considering all subgroups studied, regardless of number of students represented in
the variable, three subgroups were notably above the overall average rate: 100% of American
Indian/Alaskan Natives students, 84.6% of Asian/Pacific Islander students, and 66.6% of white
students. By contrast, four subgroups were well below the overall average rate: 25% of ASD,
40% of OHI, 50% of EBD and 52.1% of African-American students had a GPA of 2.0 or higher.
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Summary analysis by demographic groups. Patterns across KPI criteria emerged when
analyzing the variables of ethnicity, gender, Exceptional Education (ESE), English Language
Learner (ELL) and Free/Reduced Lunch status overall.
Ethnicity. When considering ethnicity, the ethnic subgroups with the smallest number of
students (Multiracial, Asian/Pacific Islander, and American Indian/Alaskan Native)
outperformed the three subgroups with the largest number of students (Hispanic/Latino, AfricanAmerican, and White) in all KPI indicators studied with only two exceptions—American
Indian/Alaskan Native students’ behavior data and Asian/Pacific Islander students’ course
performance in ELA data. Among the three largest ethnic subgroups, white students performed
at higher rates in three of the Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) studied (Attendance, Behavior,
and GPA). Hispanic and African-American students had higher percentages of students meeting
criteria in one KPI area each; Hispanic students had the largest percentage of students meeting
course performance requirements in math, and African-American students had the largest
percentage of students meeting course performance requirements in ELA. Among the three
largest ethnic subgroups in the data set, data indicated that African-American students met the
KPI criteria at the lowest rates in three of the five KPI’s (Behavior, course performance in math,
and GPA), with the largest variance in GPA data; the percentage of African-American students
meeting a GPA of 2.0 or higher was 10.9% lower than Hispanic students and 14.5% lower than
white students.
In summary, overall “on-track” performance was highest for American Indian/Alaskan
Native students (46.1%). Of the three ethnic subgroups with the largest number of students,
Hispanic students had the highest “on-track” performance rate (31.6%), followed by white
students (27%) and African-American students (26%).
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Gender. When analyzing gender data overall, female students outperformed male
students in three of the five KPI areas (behavior, course performance in ELA and GPA). The
variance in course performance in ELA and GPA were greatest, with 16.1% more females
passing all ELA courses and 16.2% more females maintaining a 2.0 GPA or higher. By
comparison, males outperformed females in two KPI categories—attendance and course
performance in mathematics. While differences in math course performance were slight between
the genders, for the percentage of males who had 90% attendance rates or higher, 18.9% more
males met this KPI indicator.
In summary, female “on-track” performance rates were slightly higher than male, with
25.1% of females meeting all KPI criteria and 21.1% of males meeting all criteria.
Exceptional student education (ESE) primary exceptionality status. As noted in
Table 2, over one-third of the students in the data set were ESE with most students’ primary
exceptionality being Varying Exceptionalities (VE) or Specific learning Disabilities (SLD).
When taking all Key Performance Indicators together, the percentage of VE/SLD students “ontrack” was 31.8%, while the overall average on-track performance for the entire data set (n=894)
was 29.5%. Thus, VE/SLD students performed above the average for the data set.
Data varied for students within other ESE categories. Gifted students are most “on-track”
with three of the five gifted students (60%) in the data set meeting all KPI criteria. Emotionally
Behaviorally Disturbed students’ (EBD) data in each of the five KPI areas fell below the average
for STEP UP students; overall only 12.5% of EBD students meet all KPI criteria. Data indicated
that none of the three IND students in the data set met the “on-track” indicators for graduation.
In conclusion, data for ESE STEP UP students indicates that Gifted and VE/SLD students
performed at or above the average for STEP UP students in the data set while students with more
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profound exceptionalities such as EBD, IND, ASD and OHI had lower performance rates.
English language learner (ELL) status. Overall, ELL students categorized as LF
(students being monitored for two years after exit from ELL program) and LY (students enrolled
in ELL courses) both met overall KPI “on-track” rates at rates consistent with the overall average
for STEP UP students meeting all KPI criteria; specifically, 33.3% of LF students and 28% of
LY students met all “on-track” criteria.
To summarize, data suggest that students’ English Language Proficiency did not
negatively impact their “on-track” performance rates.
Free/reduced lunch status. The overwhelming majority of the students who participated
in STEP UP in summer 2014 were in this demographic category, with 816 or 91.27% of students
receiving free/reduced lunch. For purposes of this study, FRL was used as a proxy measure for
poverty. Only 78 students (8.7%) in the data set were not FRL students. Data collected showed
that 32 students (41%) of students not coded as FRL met all KPI criteria and were “on-track” for
graduation. By contrast, 28.4% of FRL students met all “on-track” performance rates. These
data suggest that STEP UP students categorized as ‘in poverty’ had lower on-track performance
rates.
In conclusion, of the variables studied (ethnicity, gender, ESE status, ELL status and FRL
status), poverty and profound exceptionalities (EBD, IND, ASD, and OHI) had the lowest “ontrack” performance rates. While there were differences among ethnic subgroups, there was little
difference among the three largest ethnic subgroups in the data set (Hispanic, white and AfricanAmerican) when analyzing “on-track” performance rates for all KPI’s combined.
Research Question 3
What differences, if any, are evident in STEP UP students’ high school “on track”
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performance rates, as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of
attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average among the 27 HCPS
traditional high schools?
Table 4 displays data for the sample being studied according to the high school attended
in 2017-2018. The table individually ranks each of the 27 traditional high schools in HCPS by
the KPI Indicators of Attendance, Behavior, Course Performance in math and ELA, and GPA.
When two schools had an identical percentage, they shared the ranking.
Attendance. The percentage of STEP UP students with 90% attendance rates or higher
ranged from a high of 85.7% (Gaither HS) to a low of 48.27% (Jefferson HS). With the
exception of Jefferson HS, all other high schools had at least 50% of their STEP UP students
meeting the attendance criteria.
Behavior. The percentage of students with zero in- or out- of school suspensions ranged
from a high of 90.4% (Gaither HS) to a low of 51.4% (Brandon HS). All high schools had at
least half of their STEP UP students meeting this KPI indicator with 23 of 27 high schools (85%)
meeting the criteria by 60% or more of their STEP UP students.
Course performance in math. The percentage of students earning a “D” or higher in all
math courses attempted varied per high school with the top ranked school (Newsome HS) with
90% of STEP UP students meeting this criteria. The lowest percent of STEP UP students
passing all math classes was 42.3% (Blake HS). Two high schools, Durant and Blake, fell below
the 50% threshold of students meeting the criteria.
Course performance in ELA. The percentage of students earning a “D” or higher in all
ELA courses attempted varied per high school with two schools (Newsome and Steinbrenner)
sharing the top ranking by having 100% of its STEP UP students meeting the criteria. Parallel to
72

Table 4
Percent of Students ‘On Track’ by KPI Indicators (Attendance, Behavior, Course Performance,
GPA) by School Attended 2017-2018 (N=27) with school ranking within each indicator

Variable:
High School
Attended
2017-2018

Alonso
Armwood
Blake
Bloomingdale
Brandon
Chamberlain
Durant
East Bay
Freedom
Gaither
Hillsborough
Jefferson
King
Lennard
Leto
Middleton
Newsome
Plant City
Plant
Riverview
Robinson
Sickles
Spoto
Steinbrenner
Strawberry
Crest
Tampa Bay
Technical
Wharton

Course
Performance:
number of
students with a
“D” or higher in
English/
Language
Arts
n(%) (rank)

GPA:
Number of
students with
GPA of 2.0 and
above
n(%) (rank)

Attendance:
students with
90% attendance
or higher
n(%) (rank)

Behavior:
students with
zero in- or outof-school
suspensions
n(%) (rank)

Course
Performance:
number of
students with a
“D” or higher
in Mathematics
n(%) (rank)

22(73.3%) (7)
27(58.6%) (21)
16(61.5%) (19)
15(60%) (20)
19(54.2%) (25)
27(65.8%) (13)
19(57.5%) (22)
31(67.3%) (12)
16(64%) (16)
18(85.7%) (1)
19(57.5%) (22)
14(48.2) (27)
23(69.6%) (10)
50(65.7%) (14)
29(69%) (11)
16(51.6%) (26)
7(70%) (9)
42(63.6%) (17)
6(85.7) (2)
22(84.6%) (3)
9(64.3%) (15)
7(63.6%) (18)
17(56.6%) (24)
5(83.3%) (4)

26(86.6%) (3)
31(67.4%) (18)
20(76.9%) (11)
19(76%) (13)
18(51.4%) (27)
30(73.1%) (14)
26(78.8%) (9)
37(80.4%) (6)
14(56%) (24)
19(90.5%) (1)
18(54.5%) (25)
18(62%) (22)
18(54.5%) (25)
61(80.2%) (7)
26(61.9%) (23)
27(87%) (2)
8(80%) (8)
52(78.8%) (9)
5(71.4%) (16)
18(69.2%) (17)
12(85.7%) (4)
8(72.7%) (15)
20(66.6%) (19)
5(83.3%) (5)

26(86.6%) (3)
24(52.1%) (24)
11(42.3%) (27)
17(68%) (15)
26(74.3%) (9)
22(53.6%) (23)
16(48.5%) (26)
32(69.7%) (13)
20(80%) (6)
18(85.7%) (4)
23(69.7%) (12)
23(79.3%) (7)
18(54.5%) (21)
52(68.4%) (14)
31(73.8%) (10)
21(67.7%) (16)
9(90%) (1)
42(63.6%) (18)
6(85.7%) (4)
19(73%) (11)
7(50%) (25)
6(54.5%) (21)
18(60%) (19)
4(66.6%) (17)

24(80%) (11)
33(71.7%) (21)
13(50%) (27)
23(92%) (3)
29(82.9%) (9)
33(80.5%) (10)
28(84.8%) (8)
29(63%) (25)
18(72%) (20)
18(85.7%) (6)
24(72.7%) (17)
25(86.2%) (5)
21(63.6%) (24)
59(77.6%) (15)
33(78.6) (12)
19(61.2%) (26)
10(100%) (1)
48(72.7%) (17)
6(85.7%) (6)
20(76.9%) (16)
11(78.6%) (12)
8(72.7%) (17)
21(70%) (22)
6(100%) (1)

27(90%) (4)
25(54.3%) (22)
10(38.4%) (27)
17(68%) (12)
21(60%) (18)
29(70.7%) (11)
24(72.7%) (7)
26(56.5%) (20)
13(52%) (23)
19(90.4%) (3)
16(48.5%) (24)
16(55.2%) (21)
16(48.5%) (24)
51(67.1%) (13)
28(66.6%) (14)
23(74.1%) (6)
10(100%) (1)
41(62.1%) (17)
5(71.4%) (8)
17(65.4) (16)
10(71.4%) (8)
10(90.9%) (2)
18(60%) (18)
4(66.6%) (14)

20(71.4% (8)

18(64.3%) (20)

22(78.6%) (8)

22(78.6%) (12)

20(71.4%) (8)

13(76.4%) (5)

13(76.4%) (12)

15(88.2%) (2)

15(88.2%) (4)

15(88.2%) (5)

21(75%) (6)

18(64.3%) (20)

16(57.1%) (20)

19(67.9%) (23)

11(39.2%) (26)
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the math course performance data, the lowest percentage of students passing all ELA classes
attempted was at Blake HS (50%). No high school had less than half their STEP UP students
meeting the ELA course performance indicator.
GPA. A cumulative GPA of 2.0 or higher indicated “on-track” performance towards high
school graduation. Four high schools had 90% or higher of their STEP UP students meeting this
criteria—Newsome, Sickles, Gaither and Alonso, with Newsome earning the top ranking with all
ten (100%) of its students earning a GPA of 2.0 or above. Four high schools (Hillsborough,
King, Wharton and Blake) had less than half of their STEP UP students meeting the GPA
criteria. Blake HS had the lowest percentage of STEP UP students (38.4%) earning a 2.0 or
above.
For an overall ranking across all HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI) data points, the
researcher calculated a total score for each high school by determining the overall average of all
KPI data indicators combined. Results are reported on an ordinal scale, ranking the 27 high
schools by the percent of STEP UP students most “on track” to least “on track” for high school
graduation. When two schools had an identical percentage, they shared the ranking.
The top ranked schools averaged 80% or more of their STEP UP students meeting all
KPI criteria. Over 30 percentage points separated the top ranked school (Newsome) with the
lowest ranked school (Blake). The median or “middle” value for all schools in the data set was
68.8%, and the average was 70.3%. The median data of 68.8% illustrates a more “typical”
percentage of STEP UP students passing the KPI criteria across all high schools. These data
contrast to the overall percentage of STEP UP students in the studied data set (n=894), where
29.5% of students are “on-track” overall with all KPI indicators. It is important to reinforce that
the data in Tables 4 and 5 reflect the data for the traditional 27 high schools in HCPS, while the
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Table 5
Ranking of Schools Attended by Overall ‘On Track’ Performance 2017-2018
School
Newsome
Gaither
Tampa Bay Technical
Alonso
Plant
Steinbrenner
Riverview
Strawberry Crest
Bloomingdale
Lennard
Sickles
Leto
Robinson
Chamberlain
Durant
Middleton
Plant City
East Bay
Jefferson
Freedom
Brandon
Spoto
Armwood
Wharton
Hillsborough
King
Blake

Ranking
1
2
3
4
5
5
7
8
8
10
11
12
12
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

Overall “On-Track” percentage
88
87.6
83.5
83.3
80
80
73.8
72.8
72.8
71.8
70.9
70
70
68.7
68.4
68.3
68.1
67.3
66.2
64.8
64.5
62.6
60.8
60.7
60.6
58.1
53.8

overall data set studied includes data for all STEP UP students, many of whom may attend nontraditional high schools in HCPS, such as Career or Exceptional Centers and Charter High
schools.
In summary, differences exist in percentages of STEP UP students’ high school “ontrack” performance rates, as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of
attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average among the 27 HCPS
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traditional high schools. The indicator showing the largest difference between the top ranking
and lowest ranking school was GPA, where 61.6 percentage points separated the top ranked high
school from the lowest ranked high school. When combining all KPI criteria, all 27 schools had
over 50% of STEP UP students meeting “on-track” performance for graduation; however, there
were notable differences between the top ranked schools (80% or higher “on-track” performance
rates) compared to the lowest ranked schools, with 30% less students overall meeting criteria.
Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the findings of the data analysis organized by research question.
Tables were used to graphically present the data used to evaluate the STEP UP Program.
Chapter six will present summary conclusions drawn from the findings organized by research
question, discuss the conclusions in relation to the literature reviewed for the study, identify the
implications of the study, and propose recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER SIX:
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The purpose of the proposed study was to conduct a summative evaluation of the
effectiveness of the STEP UP Program in keeping program participants “on track” for high
school graduation and to determine if the intended goals of the program were realized. The
evaluation focused on students who participated in the initial cohort in 2014. Data analyzed
were students’ attendance, behavior, course performance, and grade point averages.
This evaluation was needed to determine if the STEP UP program met its intended goal
of bringing retained, over-age sixth graders closer toward their age-appropriate grade level, thus
negating the negative effects grade level retention can have on on-time graduation. The study
can contribute to HCPS’ ability to make improvements to the program. In addition, other
districts might gain insights to help them determine if a similar program could prove beneficial
for their district to consider.
Summary of Study Design and Research Questions
This study used an ex post facto program evaluation design, using data that were
collected at the end of each program cycle and that were available from the school district. Ex
post facto designs use secondary data that have already been collected. While KPI data are
routinely collected in HCPS, these data have not been used to inform decision making about the
STEP UP Program. No program evaluation to determine the program’s impact had taken place
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to date; the effectiveness of STEP UP on students’ future performance in high school had not
been studied by HCPS.
Descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations) were
used to describe the data collected for students in the STEP UP Program and to identify whether
STEP UP students were “on track” for high school graduation. The research hypothesis was that
the majority of students (over 50%) who completed STEP UP would be “on track” for
graduation.
The population of interest was HCPS students who completed the first cohort group of
STEP UP in the summer of 2014. Approximately, 1,000-1,200 students completed the program
that summer; the sample size included all the students currently enrolled in 2017-2018. The
researcher estimated that this non-random convenience sample would include approximately 900
students. The students of interest would have just completed their junior year in high school.
Data for these students were collected using HCPS data management systems.
Permission was obtained from HCPS to access the data. All data were anonymous, and no
student names were identified in the study. The following data were collected for the sample and
analyzed:
•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of attendance - percent of K-12
students with at least 90% attendance.

•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of behavior - percent of students with
zero in-school or out-of-school suspensions.

•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of course performance in math and
English Language Arts - percent of students whose math and English Language
Arts course performance is a grade of “D” or higher.
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•

HCPS Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) of grade point average - determined by
assigning a point value to the semester average a student earns per course. An
“A” is valued at 4 points; a “B” at 3 points, a “C” at 2 points, a “D” at 1 point and
an “F” at zero points. GPA is calculated by averaging the semester grades.

•

Demographic data for STEP UP students including gender, ethnicity, ESE
(Exceptional Student Education) or ELL (English Language Learners) status or
Free/Reduced Lunch status (FRL). Free/Reduced Lunch will be used as a proxy
for students in poverty.

The following research questions guided the study:
1. What proportion of high school students enrolled during the 2017-2018 school
year who participated in the STEP UP program in the summer of 2014 are
academically “on track” for graduation, as measured by the HCPS Key
Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of attendance, behavior, course performance and
grade point average?
2. What differences, if any, are evident in the high school “on track” performance
rates of STEP UP students by gender, ethnicity, ESE status, ELL status and FRL
rate as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of attendance,
behavior, course performance and grade point average?
3. What differences, if any, are evident in STEP UP students’ high school “on track”
performance rates, as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s)
of attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average among the
27 HCPS traditional high schools?
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Summary of Major Findings
Research question one investigated performance of high school students enrolled during
the 2017-2018 school year who participated in the STEP UP program in the summer of 2014 to
determine if they were academically “on track” for graduation, as measured by the HCPS Key
Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point
average. Analysis of the data showed that 264 students, or 29.5% of students with available data,
were meeting all KPI’s (Key Performance Indicators) of 90% attendance or higher, zero in- or
out-of-school suspensions, course performance of a “D” or higher in all attempted ELA and math
courses, and a cumulative GPA of 2.0 or higher for the 2017-2018 school year. These data were
delimited to only those students with available data for all criteria. The findings suggested that
students’ “on-track” performance on individual KPI metrics was significantly higher (attendance
62%; behavior/zero suspensions 71.9%; passing all math courses 67.4%; passing all ELA
courses 74.8%; 2.0 GPA or higher 60.8%) than the overall “on-track” performance on all Key
Performance Indicators as an aggregate (29.5%).
Research question two investigated what differences, if any, were evident in the high
school “on track” performance rates of STEP UP students by gender, ethnicity, ESE status, ELL
status and FRL rate as measured by the HCPS Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) of
attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average. Data reflected that the
majority of students in the data set were minority (78.74%), designated as Free/Reduced Lunch
(91.27%), and classified as ESE and ELL (54.09%). Of the variables studied (ethnicity, gender,
ESE status, ELL status, and FRL status), students in poverty and students with profound
exceptionalities (EBD, IND, ASD, and OHI) had the lowest “on-track” performance rates.
While there were differences in individual KPI performance rates among ethnic groups, there
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were was little difference among the three largest ethnic subgroups (Hispanic, white and AfricanAmerican) when analyzing “on-track” performance rates for all KPI’s combined.
Research question three investigated what differences, if any, were evident in STEP UP
students’ high school “on track” performance rates, as measured by the HCPS Key Performance
Indicators (KPI’s) of attendance, behavior, course performance and grade point average among
the 27 HCPS traditional high schools. Differences existed in percentages of STEP UP students’
high school “on- track” performance rates. The largest difference measured between the top
ranking and lowest ranking school was with the KPI indicator of GPA, where 61.6 percentage
points separated the top ranked high school from the lowest ranked high school. When
combining all KPI criteria, all 27 schools had over 50% of STEP UP students meeting “on-track”
performance for graduation; however, there were notable differences between the top ranked
schools (80% or higher “on-track” performance rates) compared to the lowest ranked schools,
with 30% less STEP UP students overall meeting criteria.
Conclusions in Relation to Literature Reviewed for the Study
The purpose of the proposed study was to conduct a summative evaluation of the
effectiveness of the STEP UP Program in keeping program participants “on track” for high
school graduation and to determine if the intended goals of the program were realized; that is,
bringing retained, over-age sixth graders closer toward their age-appropriate grade level, thus
negating the negative effects grade level retention can have on on-time graduation. The data
show that students’ “on-track” rates on individual KPI metrics are above average, ranging from
60.8% of students maintaining a GPA of 2.0 or higher to 71.9% of students passing all attempted
math courses. However, the overall “on-track” performance by students on all Key Performance
Indicators as an aggregate is 29.5%. The researcher hypothesized that at least half of the
81

students in the data set would be “on-track” to graduate. Thus, the data did not support this
hypothesis. The program appears to be successful in supporting the majority of students in
meeting individual “on-track” indicators, but it is less successful in keeping students “on-track”
on all KPI indicators combined.
Reschly and Christenson (2013), citing past research from Resnick et al. (1997) and
Rumberger (1995), noted that longitudinal studies from the 1980s and 1990s suggest that the
cumulative effect of retention rates approximate that 20% of students have been retained at least
once. According to HCPS data management systems, 14,022 students were enrolled as sixth
graders during the 2013-2014 school year. In summer of 2014, the year STEP UP was launched,
there were over 2,000 sixth graders in HCPS with at least one prior retention in grades K-6. This
equates to 14.2% of the sixth-grade population alone having at least one retention during their
schooling. The retention rate for the district was less than the approximate rate identified in the
Reschly and Christenson review.
A review of the STEP UP data also supported the research that retention impacts a
disproportionate amount of minority students and students in poverty. Of the 894 STEP UP
students in the data set, the majority were Hispanic (44.85%) or African-American/Black
(33.89%) as compared to white students (16.77%). This trend continued with students in poverty
as 816 of the 894 students in the data set (91.2%) were on free/reduced lunch, which the
researcher used as a proxy measure for poverty. Research reviewed for the STEP UP study also
noted that males and students with “delayed development” were at a higher risk for retention
(Center for Mental Health in Schools at UCLA, 2008, p. 4). This was also verified in the data
analyzed as there were 11.2% more males than females in the data set and over one-third of all
students (38.55%) were in an Exceptional Student Education (ESE) program.
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Research conducted by Jimerson et al. (2002) found that factors such as student
achievement problems, absenteeism, disengagement and low self-esteem contribute to students’
dropping out of school. Sparks, Johnson, and Akos (2010) also noted that long-term suspension
from school also affects the likelihood of a student dropping out. STEP UP students’
performance on individual KPI indicators (attendance 62%; behavior/zero suspensions 71.9%;
passing all math courses 67.4%; passing all ELA courses 74.8%; 2.0 GPA or higher 60.8%) was
significantly higher as compared to their overall “on-track” performance on all KPIs as an
aggregate (29.5%). This is important as the finding raises questions about what schools and
districts might do to address such factors prior to retention.
Implications of Study
In a systematic review of seventeen papers that documented the association between high
school dropout and grade retention, Jimerson et al. (2002) found that “early grade retention is
one of the most powerful predicators of later school withdrawal” (p. 452). The Center for
Mental Health in Schools at UCLA (2008) utilized a 1999 U.S. Department of Education report
in their policy brief to note that “being held back twice makes dropping out a virtual certainty”
(p. 4). Furthermore, “research shows that holding students back to repeat a grade without
changing instructional strategies is ineffective” (p. 3), and passing students on when they are
unprepared or retaining them “without addressing their needs denies the students access to
opportunities at the next level of schooling, in postsecondary education, and in the workplace”
(p. 4). Neither retention nor social promotion is the answer. So, what was learned from this
evaluation of the STEP UP Program?
First, STEP UP was designed to ameliorate the negative impact of retention through
acceleration. Students in STEP UP had specific, measurable goals, and data on those goals are
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routinely collected by the district. No formative or summative analysis of these data had been
conducted by the district. KPI data for STEP UP students could be monitored at the district level
every nine weeks through their entry into 8th grade and through high school. Data that are
monitored more frequently can be used to ensure students are meeting program goals. Individual
students’ data can be provided to students’ schools so they can intervene and provide supports
needed to ensure students remain “on-track” for graduation. Furthermore, the STEP UP Program
can use more frequently monitored data to inform program structure, content and process and to
and make adjustments and improvements as needed.
Second, district- and school-level conversations need to shift from the reactive stance of
retention and special acceleration programs to a proactive stance of integrated support systems
that enable students’ learning at optimal levels before retention. In Making Decisions in the
Dark: Disconnects Between Retention Research and Middle-Level Practice (2007), Larsen and
Akmal concluded that even though research does not support retention as an effective
intervention, it remains the “prescribed antidote of choice for failure” (p. 51). In other words, we
can choose to do better than retention.
Darling-Hammond (1998) suggested several ways to improve teaching and learning as an
alternative to retention and prevent retained students from getting a similar (if not identical)
learning experience when retained. Among these are:
•

Make organizational changes within schools to support intensive learning;

•

Ensure targeted supports and services are available to struggling students; and

•

Conduct classroom assessments that better inform teaching. (p. 18)

HCPS should review its retention policies and practices, examine how the district uses
research on retention to inform decision making, and focus on refining and clarifying its systems
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of support for students based on current research. While Florida requires mandatory retention in
Grade 3, in gathering data for this study, it was noted that many retentions for STEP UP students
originated in Grades K-2. Schools should continue to strengthen their MTSS (Multi-tiered
Systems of Support) and RTI (Response to Intervention) systems to ensure all students receive
the specific supports needed to reduce the likelihood of retention.
Third, teachers are key decision makers in the retention of children, and teachers may be
unaware of the data presented and conclusions drawn in retention research (Jimerson et al.,
2002). At the same time, research shows that teachers and other school/district personnel can
think that retention is what students “deserve” when they do not work hard enough or behave
inappropriately. Retention becomes perceived as an “earned punishment” (Holmes & Saturday,
2000). The STEP UP Program can contribute to the education of teachers who teach in the
program and, through their engagement, to the education of teachers in the district. Teachers
need to know and understand the research on retention and its effects.
Venable (2015) notes in her retention research that Cohan and Qadir (2004) found
retention has an “undesirable effect on the self-esteem of students” (p. 56). In addition, students
view retention as a penalty, which leads to student absenteeism, students not forming positive
relationships with classmates, and developing an aversion to school (Brophy, 2006). Minority
students, ESE students and students in poverty are overrepresented in the STEP UP Program.
Teachers also need to be engaged in analyzing, understanding, and acting on data that are
monitored by the STEP UP Program, including engaging in hard conversations around
instructional practices and classroom environments that may contribute to disparities in students’
success in meeting program goals.
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Recommendations for Further Research
This summative evaluation addressed the first cohort of the STEP UP Program. The
findings of this study provide important opportunities and recommendations for further research.
First, evaluation should be conducted for all cohort groups since the program’s inception
in 2014. This will allow the district to have a comprehensive summary of the program’s impact
and allow opportunities for program improvements and adjustments. This may also provide
insight into the discrepancy between the number of students meeting individual KPIs but not
meeting all KPIs, the overall criterion for STEP UP completers being “on track” to graduate.
Why was STEP UP students’ performance on individual KPI indicators (i.e., attendance, 62%;
behavior/zero suspensions, 71.9%; passing all math courses, 67.4%; passing all
English/Language Arts courses, 74.8%; GPA 2.0 minimum, 60.8%) so much higher than their
overall “on track” performance on all KPIs as an aggregate (29.5%)? What contributes to the
discrepancy? How does this compare to students in the district who were not in the STEP UP
program?
Second, comparative and correlational research would allow HCPS to compare the “ontrack” performance of STEP UP students to similar school- and district-level students to gain
clarity on how STEP UP students are performing compared to peers. For example, how are
students who have been retained, but who did not participate in STEP UP, performing on the KPI
“on-track” indicators as compared to STEP UP completers? How are STEP UP students who
perform at non-proficient levels on the Florida State Assessment (FSA) performing as compared
to non-STEP UP students who score at the same levels on FSA?
Third, opportunities exist for further study with the differences in STEP UP students’
“on-track” performance rates by high school. Further study of the demographic data and
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graduation rates for each high school could inform the findings and allow for further discussion
of the perceived differences in the performance of STEP UP students on KPI indicators by
school. In addition, qualitative methods can be used to examine strategies that schools may be
using to monitor STEP UP students’ progress after they have completed the program, as well as
interventions they may be using to keep students on track. Examining the strategies and
interventions used by top-performing high schools may inform the district of successful practices
for keeping STEP UP students on track to graduation.
Finally, it is highly recommended that future program evaluations include qualitative
measures. In order to have a complete picture of whether the STEP UP program is meeting its
intended outcomes, it is important to speak to students, parents and teachers. Researchers can
learn from students the impact that being retained has had on them. This is important. As
Sharratt and Fullan (2012) argue, behind the data are real children, real lives. What are STEP
UP students’ perceptions of factors that impacted their high school performance and their overall
attitude toward school? What challenges have STEP UP students faced with skipping a grade?
What specific supports helped them succeed in high school? There are 294 STEP UP students
who will be seniors in the 2019-2020 school year who met all of the KPIs. What are their
perceptions of factors that contributed to their success overall and in each KPI?
Similar insights can be gained by speaking to the parents of STEP UP students. What did
they see as the effects of retention on their children? What are their perceptions of their
children’s experiences with STEP UP?
Including teachers in the discussion will enable researchers to hear first-hand the
successes and challenges teachers have experienced with STEP UP students. What elements of
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the STEP UP program did teachers find successful, and what program improvements do they
recommend? What are teachers’ perceptions of ‘retained’ students?
Lastly, it is recommended that further research be conducted on the students who
participated in STEP UP but who have been coded as dropping out of school. A mixed method
study describing these students quantitatively and utilizing qualitative methods to explore why
these students are no longer in school would be of specific interest to informing the conversation
around retention and its effects on high school dropout. Also of interest would be what kind of
information the district collects on students who leave school. How is that information used to
inform strategies and interventions that might contribute to learning environments that address
students’ perceptions of their learning experiences?
Concluding Reflection
As a former teacher and school administrator, I have first-hand experience with retaining
students. As an administrator, I have participated in site-level and district-level placement
committee meetings where retention decisions were made. Deciding to retain a child is never an
easy decision. While the research is clear that retention is not a successful intervention, it is
sometimes viewed as a “necessary evil” due to mandatory retention policies or perceptions that
retention can be helpful and not harmful (students will get more time or they will perform better
the second time around to avoid another retention). Unfortunately, research shows that those
flawed perceptions often lead to negative outcomes, including student dropout.
I believe that it is important that all educators involved in making retention decisions be
informed of the research. This will help all involved make better informed decisions. I also
believe that acceleration programs such as STEP UP are necessary in order to try to negate the
negative impacts of retentions. While there is always room for improvement and a need for
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more STEP UP students to be “on-track”, HCPS has provided 894 students (whose statistics
clearly show may have dropped out) with a greater opportunity to cross the graduation stage. Of
those, 294 are meeting all KPI indicators to graduate on time. That is a positive outcome and
one we must continue to grow.
As the former administrator of the STEP UP program, this study has allowed me to
reflect on potential changes and enhancements to the program. There are three immediate
actions I would take. First, after the program’s launch year, STEP UP was reduced to four weeks
to maintain alignment with other summer programs the district offers. I believe the program
should remain a six-week experience. STEP UP is not just about “skipping a grade”, it is about
supporting students to be as academically ready as possible for 8th grade. The fact that students
attend an intensive summer program is a critical difference that makes STEP UP unique and thus
disqualifies it from consideration as “social promotion” which research also noted was not a
successful strategy for overage, retained students. Since many STEP UP students are struggling
learners, they need as much time as possible to sharpen their skills in the core academic subjects.
Second, I am also convinced that deliberate, regular, and strategic monitoring and support
of STEP UP students in 8th grade and beyond is a key lever to increase the number of students
who are meeting all KPI indicators. This quantitative study showed that there are successes with
STEP UP students on individual KPI indicators; however, the number of students who are
meeting all five KPI indicators collectively is an area of opportunity. For example, designating a
STEP UP coach who could build relationships with the students and serve as their academic
advisor and coach, monitor STEP UP student’s formative data throughout the school year, and
meet with students’ teachers to formulate and execute support plans as needed would be
beneficial. Ideally, this would be a staff member’s only role, not an additional responsibility to a
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current guidance counselor or Student Support staff member. The STEP UP coach could serve
multiple schools, depending on STEP UP student enrollment, in order to make the position more
fiscally viable.
Third, alternatively or additionally, STEP UP students should be placed in a study skills
class, similar to the current elective support class in the district’s AVID (Advancement via
Individual Determination) program. This would give STEP UP students a dedicated class period
for additional tutoring, academic interventions and the social emotional support of being part of a
team.
In closing, this program evaluation was conducted in order to inform HCPS as to how its
acceleration program is performing relative to its goal of keeping students “on-track” to
graduation. HCPS is committed to increasing graduation rates and this remains a top district
priority. As researcher and former program administrator of STEP UP, I am hopeful that this
study will inform district leaders and allow for program enhancements and improvements, spark
further discussion on student retention, strengthen proactive measures that reduce student failure,
and continue to support HCPS in its goal to have all students graduate.

90

REFERENCES
Akmal, T. T., & Larsen, D. E. (2004). Keeping history from repeating itself: Involving parents
about retention decisions to support student achievement. RMLE Online: Research in
Middle Level Education, 27(2), 1-14. doi:10.1080/19404476.2004.11658171
Alexander, K. L., Entwisle, D. R., & Kabbani, N. (2003). Grade retention, social promotion and
'third way' alternatives. In A. J. Reynolds, M. C. Wang, & H. J. Walberg (Eds.), Early
childhood programs for a new century. University of Illinois at Chicago Series on Children
and Youth: Issues in Children's and Families’ Lives (pp. 197-238). Washington, DC: Child
Welfare League of America.
Allensworth, E. (2004). Ending social promotion: Dropout rates in Chicago after
implementation of the eighth-grade promotion gate. Charting reform in Chicago
series. Chicago, IL: Consortium on Chicago School Research. Retrieved from
https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/ending-social-promotion-dropout-rateschicago-after-implementation-eighth-grade
Anagnostopoulos, D. (2006). “Real students" and "true demotes": Ending social promotion and
the moral ordering of urban high schools. American Educational Research Journal, 43(3),
5-42. doi:10.3102/00028312043001005
Bornsheuer, J. N., Polonyi, M. A., Andrews, A., Fore, B., & Onwuegbuzie, A. (2012). The
relationship between ninth-grade retention and on-time graduation in a southeast Texas high
school. The Journal of At-Risk Issues 16(2), 9-15. Retrieved from
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ960072
91

Brophy, J. (2006). Grade repetition. Education Policy Series, 6, 420-437. Retrieved from
https://www.scribd.com/document/334168692/Grade-Repetition-UNESC-Document-1
Brummet, Q., Gershenson, S., & Hayes, M. S. (2017). Teachers’ grade-level
reassignments. Educational Policy, 31(2), 249-271. doi:10.1177/0895904815586857
Byrnes, D. & Yamamoto, K. Y. (1986). View on grade repetition. Journal of Research and
Development in Education, 20, 14-20.
Center for Mental Health in Schools at UCLA. “Grade retention: What’s the prevailing policy
and what needs to be done? (2008). Retrieved from http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu
Cochan, B. I. & Qadir, S. A. (2004). Self-esteem of the repeaters: A mixed method study of
elementary grade students. Pakistan Journal of Psychological Research, 28(2), 277-296.
Retrieved from
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/f7e8/f5279537195f88ed53c5be5a0890d53b3f6d.pdf
Cohen, J. E., Bloom, D. E., Malin, M. B., & Malin, M. B. (Eds.) (2006). Educating all children.
Cambridge, MA: American Academy of Arts & Sciences and MIT Press.
Crepeau-Hobson, F., Nickerson, A., & Cook, E. (2016). Grade retention and social promotion.
Communique (0164775X), 44(7), 14-16.
Darling-Hammond, L. (1998). Alternatives to grade retention. School Administrator, 55(7). 1821. Retrieved from http://www.aasa.org/SchoolAdministratorArticle.aspx?id=15030
Denton, D. R. (2001). Finding alternatives to failure: Can states end social promotion and reduce
retention rates? Atlanta, GA: Southern Regional Education Board. Retrieved from
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED451268
Dynarski, M., & Gleason, P. (2002). How can we help? What we have learned from recent

92

federal dropout prevention evaluations. Journal of Education for Students Placed At Risk
7(1), 43-69. doi:10.1207/S15327671ESPR0701_4

Education Committee of the States. (2018). 50-State Comparison: State Kindergarten-ThroughThird-Grade Policies. Retrieved from https://www.ecs.org/kindergarten-policies/
Ekstrom, R., Goertz, M., Pollack, J., & Rock, D. (1986). Who drops out of high school and why?
Findings from a national longitudinal study. Teachers College Record, 87, 356-373.
Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ332413
Ensminger, M., Lamkin, R., & Jacobsen, N. (1996). School leaving: A longitudinal perspective
including neighborhood effects. Child Development. 67, 2400-2416. doi:10.1111/j.14678624.1996.tb01864.x
Ensminger, M., & Slusarcick, A. (1992). Paths to high school graduation or dropout: A
longitudinal study of a first-grade cohort. Sociology of Education, 65(2), 95-113.
doi:10.2307/2112677
Frameworks. “Our Programs Build Trust and Improve Lives.” Retrieved from
http://myframeworks.org
Frederick, C. B., & Hauser, R. M. (2008). Have we put an end to social promotion?
Demography, 45(3), 719-740. doi:10.1353/dem.0.0015
Frey, N. (2005). Retention, social promotion, and academic redshirting. Remedial and Special
Education, 26(6), 332-346. doi:10.1177/07419325050260060401
Garnier, H., Stein, J., & Jacobs, J. (1997). The process of dropping out of high school. A 19-year
perspective. American Educational Research Journal, 34, 395-419. doi:
10.3102/00028312034002395
93

Grossnickle, D. R. (1986). High school dropouts: Causes, consequences, and cure. Fastback 242.
Retrieved from https://archive.org/details/ERIC_ED275943
Haberman, M., & Dill, V. (1993). The knowledge base on retention vs. teacher ideology:
Implications for teacher preparation. Journal of Teacher Education, 44(5), 352-60. doi:
10.1177/0022487193044005005
Hattie, J. (2009). Visible Learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta analyses related to
achievement. New York, NY: Routledge.
Hammond C., Linton, D., Smink, J. & Drew, S. (2007). Dropout risk factors and exemplary
programs: A technical report. Anderson, SC: National Dropout Prevention Center. Retrieved
from https://dropoutprevention.org/product/dropout-risk-factors-and-exemplary-programs-atechnical-report/
Hillsborough County Public Schools. (2018). Hillsborough County public schools strategic plan
2015-2020. Retrieved from
https://www.sdhc.k12.fl.us/docs/00/00/16/04/Updated_Strategic_Brochure_4_19_18x.pdf
Holmes, C. T. (1989). Grade-level retention effects: A meta-analysis of research studies. In L.
A. Shepard & M. L. Smith (Eds.), Flunking grades: Research and policies on retention (pp.
16-33). London, England: Falmer Press.
Holmes, C. T., & Saturday, J. (2000). Promoting the end of retention. Journal of Curriculum &
Supervision, 15(4), 300-314.
Heubert, J., & Hauser, R. (1999). High stakes testing for tracking, promotion, and graduation.
Washington, DC: National Academy.

94

Huddleton, A. P. (2014). Achievement at whose expense? A literature review of test-based grade
retention policies in U.S. schools. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 22(18), 1-31.
doi:10.14507/epaa.v22n18.2014
Jimerson, S. R. (1999). On the failure of failure: Examining the association between early grade
retention and education and employment outcomes during late adolescence. Journal of
School Psychology, 37(3), 243-272. doi:10.1016/S0022-4405(99)00005-9
Jimerson, S. R. (2001a). Meta-analysis of grade retention research: Implications for practice in
the 21st century. School Psychology Review, 30(3), 420-437.
Jimerson, S. R. (2001b). A synthesis of grade retention research: Looking backward and moving
forward. The California School Psychologist, 6(1), 47-59. doi:10.1007/BF03340883
Jimerson, S. R., Anderson, G., & Whipple, A. (2002b). Winning the battle and losing the war:
Examining the relation between grade retention and dropping out of high school.
Psychology in the Schools, 39(4), 441-457. doi:10.1002/pits10046
Jimerson, S. R., Ferguson, P., Whipple, A., Anderson, G., & Dalton, M. (2002). Exploring the
association between grade retention and dropout: A longitudinal study examining socioemotional, behavioral, and achievement characteristics of retained students. The California
School Psychologist, 7(1), 51-62. doi:10.1007/BF03340889
Jimerson, S. R., Pletcher, S. M. W., Graydon, K., Schnurr, B. L., Nickerson, A. B., & Kundert,
D. K. (2006). Beyond grade retention and social promotion: Promoting the social and
academic competence of students. Psychology in the Schools, 43(1), 85-97.
doi:10.1002/pits.20132
Karoly, L. A., Kilburn, M. R., & Cannon, J. S. (2005). Early childhood interventions: Proven
results, future promise. Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation.
95

Larsen, D. E., & Akmal, T. T. (2007). Making decisions in the dark: Disconnects between
retention research and middle-level practice. NASSP Bulletin, 91(1), 33-56. doi:
10.1177/0192636506298832
Leckrone, M. J., & Griffith, B. G. (2006). Retention realities and educational standards. Children
and Schools, 28(1), 53-58. doi:10.1093/cs/28.1.53
Levine, M., & Levine, A. (2012). “Left back” and the age-grade system: Problem creation
through problem solution. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 82(4), 455-462.
doi:10.1111/j.1939-0025.2012.01188.x
Light, H., & Morrison, P. (1990). Beyond retention: A survival guide for regular classroom
teachers. Navato, CA: Academic Therapy.
Lloyd, D. N. (1978). Prediction of school failure from third-grade data. Educational &
Psychological Measurement, 38, 1193-1200. doi:10.1177/001316447803800442
Lodico, M. G., Spaulding, D. T., & Voegtle, K. H. (2010). Methods in educational research:
From theory to practice. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Lynch, M. (2013). Alternatives to social promotion and retention. Interchange, 44(3), 291-309.
doi:10.1007/s10780-014-9213-7
Mac Iver, M. A. (2010). Beginning with the end in mind: The school district office leadership
role in closing the graduation gap for at-risk students. Educational Considerations, 38(1), 816. doi:10.4148/0146-9282.1121
Mac Iver, M. and Messel, M. (2012). Predicting high school outcomes in the Baltimore City
schools. Retrieved from http://baltimore-berc.org/pdfs/PredictingHighSchoolOutcomes.pdf
Mann, D. (1987). Can we help dropouts? Thinking about the undoable. In G. Natriello (Ed.),
School dropouts: Patterns and policies (pp. 3-19). New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
96

Marotta, S., & Garcia, J. (2003). Latinos in the United States in 2000. Hispanic Journal of
Behavioral Sciences, 25(1), 13-34. doi:10.1177/0739986303251693
Martin, A. J. (2011). Holding back and holding behind: Grade retention and students' nonacademic and academic outcomes. British Educational Research Journal, 37(5), 739-763.
doi:10.1080/01411926.2010.490874
Natale, J. (1991). Rethinking grade retention. The Education Digest, 56, 30-33.
National Center for Education Statistics. (2016). Digest of education statistics: 2016.
Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/
Parker, D. R. (2001). Social promotion or retention? Leadership, 30(4), 12-16. Retrieved from
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ624729
Picklo, D. M., & Christenson, S. L. (2005). Alternatives to retention and social
promotion. Remedial and Special Education, 26(5), 258-268.
doi:10.1177/07419325050260050101
Protheroe, N. (2007). Research report: Alternatives to retention in grade. Principal (3). 30-34.
Retrieved from https://www.naesp.org/sites/default/files/resources/2/Principal/2007/JFp30.pdf
Reschly, A. L., & Christenson, S. L. (2013). Grade retention: Historical perspectives and new
research. Journal of School Psychology, 51(3), 319-322. doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2013.05.002
Resnick, M. D., Bearman, P. S., Blum, R. W., Bauman, K. E., Harris, K. M., Jones J. et al.
(1997). Protecting adolescents from harm: Findings from the national longitudinal study on
adolescent health. Journal of the American Medical Association, 278, 823-832. doi:
10.1001/jama.278.10.823

97

Ritzema, A. M., & Shaw, S. R. (2012). Grade retention and borderline intelligence: The socialemotional cost. School Psychology Forum, 6(1), 1-14.
Roderick, M. (1994). Grade retention and school dropout: Investigating the
association. American Educational Research Journal, 31(4), 729-759.
doi:10.3102/00028312031004729
Rumberger, R. (1995). Dropping out of middle school: A multilevel analysis of students and
schools. American Educational Research Journal, 32, 583-625. doi:10.2307/1163325
Sharratt, L., & Fullan, M. (2012). Putting FACES on the data: What great leaders do! A joint
publication with Ontario Principals’ Council and Learning Forward. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Corwin/A SAGE Company.
Shepard, L. A., & Smith, M. L. (1989). Flunking grades: Research and policies on
retention. London, England: Falmer Press.
Shepard, L.A., & Smith, M. L. (1990). Synthesis of research on grade retention. Educational
Leadership, 47, 84-88. Retrieved from
http://www.ascd.org/ASCD/pdf/journals/ed_lead/el_199005_shepard.pdf
Silberglitt, B., Jimeron, S. R., Burns, M. K., & Appleton, J. J. (2006). Does the timing of grade
retention make a difference? Examining the effects of early versus later retention. School
Psychology Review, 35, 131-141.
Sparks, E., Johnson, J., & Akos, P. (2010). Dropouts: Finding the needles in the haystack.
Educational Leadership, 67, 17-22.
Spaulding, D. T. (2008). Program evaluation in practice: Core concepts and examples for
discussion and analysis. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

98

Stearns, E., & Glennie, E. J. (2006). When and why dropouts leave high school. Youth &
Society, 38(1), 29-57. doi:10.1177/0044118X05282764
Stone, S., & Engel, M. (2007). Same old, same old? Students' experiences of grade retention
under Chicago's ending social promotion policy. American Journal of Education, 113(4),
605-634. doi:10.1086/518490
Tingle, L. R., Schoeneberger, J., & Algozzine, B. (2012). Does grade retention make
a difference? The Clearing House: A Journal of Educational Strategies, Issues and
Ideas, 85(5), 179-185. doi:10.1080/00098655.2012.679325
Tuck, K. (1989). A study of students who left: D.C. public school dropouts. Paper presented at
the annual meeting of the American research Association, San Francisco, CA. (ERIC
number ED306342).
Venable, S. (2015). Grade-level retention: Not always a positive strategy. National Teacher
Education Journal, 8(3) 55-59.
Warren, J. R., & Saliba, J. (2012). First through eighth grade retention rates for all 50 states: A
new method and initial results. Educational Researcher, 41(8), 320–329.
doi:10.3102/0013189X12457813
Wilson, S. J., & Tanner-Smith, E. (2013). Dropout prevention and intervention programs for
improving school completion among school-aged children and youth: A systematic review.
Journal of the Society for Social Work and Research, 4(4), 357-372. doi:
10.5243/jsswr.2013.22
Zvoch, K. (2006). Freshman year dropouts: Interactions between student and school
characteristics and student dropout status. Journal of Education for Students Placed At Risk,
11(1), 97-117. doi:10.1207/s15327671espr1101_6
99

APPENDICES

100

Appendix A: District Approval Notification

101

Appendix B: IRB Exemption Notification

2/20/2019
Odalys Pritchard
RE: Not Human Subjects Research Determination
IRB#: Pro00039139
Title: An Evaluation of the Effects of a Student Trajectory Enhancement Program (STEP UP)
on High School Performance
Dear Mrs. Pritchard:
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed your application. The activities
presented in the application involve methods of program evaluation, quality improvement,
needs analysis, and/or research that does not involve human subjects. As such, USF IRB
approval and oversight are not required.
While not requiring USF IRB approval and oversight, your study activities should be
conducted in a manner that is consistent with the ethical principles of your profession. If
the scope of your project changes in the future, please contact the IRB for further guidance.
If you will be obtaining consent to conduct a program evaluation, quality improvement
project, or needs assessment, please remove any references to "research" and do not include
the assigned Protocol Number or USF IRB contact information.
If your study activities involve collection or use of health information, please note that there
may be requirements under the HIPAA Privacy Rule that apply. For further information,
please contact a HIPAA Program administrator at (813) 974-5638.

Sincerely,
Kristen Salomon, Ph.D., Chairperson
USF Institutional Review Board

102

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Odalys Gordillo Pritchard was born and raised in Tampa, Florida. She proudly attended
public schools in Hillsborough County and is a first generation traditional high school and
college graduate. She has been an educator with Hillsborough County Public Schools (HCPS)
for 27 years as a middle school teacher, assistant principal, principal and district administrator.
In 2012, Odalys was one of seven principals selected for the first full-time released Principal
Coach cadre in HCPS, serving as a Principal Coach to new and aspiring principals. Since 2014,
Odalys has served as a district administrator supporting the district’s highest-need schools.
Currently, Odalys serves as a Deputy Director for Achievement Schools in HCPS.
Odalys received her bachelor’s and master’s degree from the University of South Florida,
then continued her studies to complete her Education Doctorate in Educational Innovation.
Always striving to grow and learn, she has participated in Harvard University’s National Institute
for Urban School Leaders, the American Association of School Administrators (AASA)
Principal Supervisor Academy, and the Administration of Latino Administrators and
Superintendents (ALAS) year-long Superintendents Leadership Academy, Cohort 8.
Odalys and her husband, Keith, make their home in Land ‘O’ Lakes, Florida, just outside
of Tampa and are the proud parents of two sons—Kyle and Kaiden. Odalys enjoys spending her
free time at home with family and friends, teaching Jazzercise, and traveling.

